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Foreword 


The undertaking of this piece of research was, perhaps, more hazardous 
than such things usually are, since at the outset it was impossible to guess 
how profitable it would be. Most critics of the ‘great period of English 
drama make some reference to the economic and social background of the 
time, just as most historians draw on a few of the plays for evidence . But 
neither critic nor historian has made a study of economic conditions and 
the drama, in conjunction , in order to throw light on one of the more 
important problems of our own time: the relation between economic 

activities and general culture. . T •t 

The purpose of Drama and Society in the Age of Jonson is I think, 

sufficiently indicated in the Introduction. The questions raised there con¬ 
cerning ‘culture’, tradition, and environment are quest tons which anyone 
alive to the present must try to answer; they do not, I have insisted, admit 
of an easy solution. But a genuine contemporary interest is unavoidably 
more than an interest in the present, and the first necessity ,s to investigate 
the background of culture in a period when there is, by common consent, a 
healthy national culture to be studied. The late Elizabethan and early 
Stuart period was a natural choice. In this book I suggest a few of the 
intercommunications between economic and social conditions and one of 

the cultural forms of the period. , , , 

„ Part , 1 have assembled some of the more important facts about the 

economic environment in the late sixteenth century and the early seventeenth 

century (Chapters . and a); I have tried to present the social significance 

( facts (Chapter i); and I have sketched some of the mam ideas that 

we ou ht ( to be P at on social and economic problems (Chapter 4). Part „ 

, f g a ctiidv of plays by Jonson, Dekker, Hcywood, Middleton, and 

Massinger («) .0 determine whether there is any relationship between the 

iiiV - d • oi “**> - “ ud, " ! ,l ' 

^Latf/hope^ pr^nt 7 lu\Cr Account of Elizabethan-Jacobean culture 

• \ l tn P if S environment - an account, that is, of the communal aspects 

in re ation tQwn vi n age , and ‘household’ on the one hand, and 

°J f h ragents n of transmission - religion education, and literature - on the 
her ! study of the contemporary reading public will ,o,n hands with a 
more comprehensive account of the non-econcm.c aspects of economic 
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THE AGE OF JONSON 

activities than the limits of the present book allow. In this way it may be 
possible to provide a satisfactory basis for comparison with the present. 

The facts used in Chapter i (‘The Inherited Economic Order’) and in 
Chapter 2 (‘The Development of Capitalist Enterprise’) are drawn almost 
entirely from the standard works on economic history (particularly from 
Cunningham, Ashley, Unwin, and Lipson), from Scott’s Joint-Stoc\ Com¬ 
panies and Heckscher’s Mercantilism, and from a large number of specialist 
monographs. H. M. Robertson’s Aspects of the Rise of Economic Individu¬ 
alism was particularly helpful. Chapter 3 (‘New Elements in the National 
Life’) draws on the historians, but embodies also the result of a good deal 
of personal investigation. In Chapter 4 (‘Social Theory’) my debt to Religion 
and the Rise of Capitalism is great and obvious, but the illustrations, unless 
otherwise stated, are taken direct from the sources. Part 11 (Chapters 5 to 10) 
on ‘The Dramatists’ is, I think, as original as criticism of this kind can be, 
but here and throughout I have made due acknowledgements in my foot¬ 
notes. Appendix A (‘Elizabethan Prose’ - which together with the present 
Introduction and Chapter 6 appeared first in Scrutiny ) is included because 
it contains relevant illustration and suggests some further lines of work; 
Appendix B (‘Seventeenth-Century Melancholy’ - reproduced, with the 
Editor’s permission, from the Criterion ), because it gives an interesting 
sidelight on the extra-literary relations of literature. 

It remains to record some more particular obligations: to Christ’s College, 
Cambridge, where my tenure of the Adelaide Stoll Bachelor Research 
Scholarship in 1930-1 made it possible to begin a piece of work continued 
since with many interruptions; to Dr G. B. Harrison for some valuable 
information; to Dr R. H. Tawney, not only for his published work, but for 
personal encouragement and advice, particularly for telling me to read 
The Lives of the Berkeleys', to my wife, for invaluable help in preparing the 
book for publication; and to F. R. Leavis - but here the debt is altogether 
too large for public acknowledgement. 

L. C. KNIGHTS 

Manchester University, 

December 1936 
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Shakespeare and Profit Inflations 


i- «< *. i*. t"-:””;,* 

tural su P erstructure ’, and 1 Siml tL P a ar k concerning the nature of the 
cussion we are sail largely in such terms . when we discuss 

problem, or problems, that are covc ^ d ‘culture’ what, exacdy, 
the relations between economic condiuons and 

are we talking about? indicated bv a few quotations. In 

i \ic+ rl^r^rminc the general character 
The methods of production in materia not t he conscious- 

of the social, political, and 0 ^ contrary, their social 

ness of men that determines their being, ou , 

being determines their consciousness. 

form and colour from the «°nom g ^ and ^ rcst w h.ch .s 

—■" d nsion 

This, one „u,d h« 

from those who were intultlve ^ cida te the ‘simple truth’, and form 
Charques is not alone in failing to ^ relationship is of course 

and colour' remain mere counters. P find$ that Catholic 

constandy assumed. John should P txpe ct'. 

Revival of recent years is ) • • , v nomv tr N I. Stone, Second 

, , Contribution to * Cntt ** o, **** ‘ 

Edition, p. ii. Working-Class Student’, Adult Education, Septan cr 

2. ‘Literature and the Working 

p. 5°. 
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THE AGE OF JONSON 

For life, with the growth of large-scale production, is becoming less and 
less individual and more and more communal again. Thus, for anyone who 
can achieve religious belief at all, the Catholic form of Christianity is 
becoming increasingly appropriate. 1 

Such boldness in grasping the prickly subject of religion prepares us for 
the facility with which Mr Strachey explains literature in terms of 
economics; here is his account of the genesis of Ash Wednesday : 

Since writing The Waste Land Mr Eliot, encouraged no doubt by the 
1922-1929 period of capitalist recovery, has left the despair of the Waste 
Land behind him and taken up the typical position of a highly intellectual 
reactionary. 2 


And for the Marxist the past presents no more difficulties than the 
present: 


A tasteless welter of conflicting styles was in the very nature of industri¬ 
alism. Keats begins his career by re-writing the myth of Endymion after a 
prolonged study of Spenser, and ends it by writing Hyperion after a pro¬ 
longed study of Milton. 3 

Nor have non-Marxists proved more illuminating; Mr Keynes, for 
example, has allowed himself to remark: 


We were just in a financial position to afford Shakespeare at the moment 
when he presented himself. [ ‘Don’t you think’, one is tempted to ask, ‘we 
might afford just one more now that the slump is over?’] ... I offer it as a 
thesis for examination by those who like rash generalizations, that by far 
the larger proportion of the world’s great writers and artists have flourished 
in the atmosphere of buoyancy, exhilaration and the freedom from economic 
cares felt by the governing class, which is engendered by profit inflations. 4 

It is hard to know what purpose remarks of this kind are meant to 
serve. Marx was concerned with forging a practical weapon, and some 
narrowing of vision was, perhaps, necessary; 5 the other writers seem to 
be engaged in nothing more serious than intellectual flag-waving (Mr 


tion- that Lenin hfa ^ *7 ^ P ' 6l> h "*• one wonders > the kind of ‘explana- 

r st nccestiv J m T d Wh !" hc remarkcd 1)131 -in explaining our programme we 
2 Z. p 2 l * aCtUal hlSt0rical and economic roots of religion’?* 

3 - Philip Henderson, Literature and a Changing Civilisation , p. 78. 

4- d Treatise on Money , n, p. 15^, * ' 

times'ky r mo"e d s'tr“'7,I''''’ ^ , ° J blamc f ° r ^ >*>* liters »me- 

cs lay more stress „„ the econom.c stde than is due it. We had to emphasize this 




INTRODUCTION 

Keynes is obviously amusing himself). But what these quotations show 
- they could be multiplied - is that if we are to avoid the vaguest 
generalities we have to give a good deal of hard thought to certain funda¬ 
mental questions. Are the non-economic activities that we call culture 
forms of activity that are engaged in as ends, not as means - in any way 
related to bread-and-butter activiues as effect and cause ? If so, exactly 
how are they determined by economic activities ? Are t ere any ot er 
factors besides the purely economic ones that determine the culture of a 
particular place and time? Is there any essential difference between the 
popular culture of the present and that of, say, the sixteenth and seven¬ 
teenth centuries? How has the relationship between earning a living and 

‘end’ activities altered since the Industrial Revolution, 
mean by ‘economic’ ? And what do we mean by culture . These a 
many related questions need to be answered (indeed the questions need 
m b] more precisely formulated), not for academic reasons, but in orde 
to help tis7o achieve a humanly satisfactory attitude towards our mo 
pressing problems of politics, economics and educatton todeade 
uuth - what meaning, even - is in such remarks as. With ^victory 

of Socialism is bound up the whole future of ar , , | 

society is more imperative ... than the retention of this or that tradmon 

of literature.’ 2 

The exasperating haziness of all those who have attempted to make 
enough. It is one thi g y nc j cxc hange, and the social 

main principle in opposition to our the interaction 

the time, the place or the °pportum cxcmpt many „f the more recent ‘‘Marxists" 
to come into their rights. . . . f . ukj s h has been produced from this quarter 

r ^ ***■ (M “ un 

U r r Ralph Fox^The Relation ot Literature to Dialectical Materialism’, A'f'C of 
D h:t C^D^-rron, September 5 >- 



THE AGE OF JONSON 

telle dual history of that epoch V and another to attempt to substantiate 
the phrase which I have italicized in detail. Methods of production and 
cultural superstructure may be related in the realm of abstract dialectic, 
but no one (anthropologists dealing with primitive peoples apart) has yet 
established the relation in terms of fact and experience. 

One reason is that the subject, as usually formulated, is too large and 
general. It can only be discussed at all in relation to a particular place 
and dme, and then it is seen to split up into a multitude of smaller prob¬ 
lems, a bewildering complexity supervening upon the simplicity of the 
dialectical formulation. The first necessity is to narrow the field. If, for 
example, we ask ourselves how we should set about determining the 
relations between dramatic literature (leaving aside religion, lyric poetry, 
painting, pastimes ...) and ‘the prevailing mode of economic produc¬ 
tion and exchange’ in the Shakespearian period, we are more likely to 
establish a few useful conclusions than if we continue to discuss the 


relation of one abstraction to another. It is that question that I propose 
briefly to consider. 

To the economic historian the period covered by the life of Shake¬ 
speare is of unusual interest. On the one hand there was the large-scale 
development of capitalist enterprise, on the other there were the tradi¬ 
tional forms of organization of trade and industry, forms which had not 
yet become anachronistic ‘survivals’; the result of the double aspect of 
{ thc a ge (‘medieval’ and ‘modern’) being that the reign of James I was 
‘perhaps the period of the greatest economic confusion in our history’. 
Now the drama, more obviously than any other form of art, is a social 
product; in the plays produced in the early seventeenth century, if any¬ 
where (it was pre-eminently a period when the theatre was flourishing), 

we should be able to trace the connexion with the economic bases of 
society. 


We may begin with those plays which have a more or less overt social 
reference. None of them, we notice, is a dramatization of an economic 
problem or consciously intended as propaganda for this or that form of 
economic organization, and only a few of them - The Miseries of 
Enforced Marnage is an example - are meant to make the audience 
think about questions of social morality. (There is no dramatization of 
the Miseries of Monopoly.) What we do find, however, is that the 


1 . Engels, Preface to the English translation of the Manifesto of the 

P« 0. * 


Communist Party, 
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material on which the dramatists work - in comedy and history, plays- 
is drawn from - has an immediate reference to - the movements, th 
significant figures of contemporary life; the same on usurers, £ 
profiteers and the newly rich, on social ambition and the greed for 
money can be abundantly illustrated. And the social interests that are 

lawTon are not those of"one class alone. The 

of active interests in Fletcher and in the romances and comedy o the 
Caroline dramadsts, with a correspond.ng lessemng of intensity, 

unmistakable sign of decadence. „nr1nnhrcdlv the 

Of the dramatists handling social themes Jonson is und " 

greatest, but comparison makes plain that his umqu= qualm s .a 

Stist spring from a common ground that he shares with the majority* 

his contemporaries. That common ground is re P rese "‘ ed ^ WQrd) 
habits of observation, by certain beliefs or attitu es ( hi 

concerning human desires, ‘their relative worth 

handling of ambition, greed, lust, ^“”1 slme of values. 
£2i^ ^ aTIdil. What we have to determine 

^^Sr^whichlon-co^^S 

developments of his age, strong in his knowle g ^ 

are nol, fundamental human quahnes, wifi £.Uusnated info ^ 

These significant developments - most of the , P and indus . 

growth of capitalism; and company-promo> g>^ ^ wor ld which 

trial enterprise certainly formed an impo P (heir know . 

Jonson and his fellows observed, the wor standards of judge- 

ledge of human nature. 1. is equally obvious ^ J rl / of 

ment that they brought .0 bear were not formed India^ ^ ^ 

industrial enterprise. They belong , • . a s a recent economic 

‘normal’, a world of small communities in*i^ed, which 
historian has remarked, ‘human problems can be truly pe 

To *. ^ *. 

K -m sw: ~ Si-sr ss* t 

and proof enough of genius. Bu. the P» " ‘ ist and mo,al.su of .he common peope, 

Dekker, with Heywood, with the ' our " , thc pr „ent day not only cannot shine 

whereas die few poets and -vehstswho »un. ^ P rod „ s of Slur, die Sunday 
they are inevitably hosulc to, the 
Express, or the Tatler. 
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THE AGE OF JONSON 

in larger social structures must more or less necessarily be sacrificed . 

Here, I think, is suggested one line of connexion between dramatic 
literature and the economic ordering of society. If this account is true it 
is plain that the social dramatist owed a great deal to the traditional 
economic morality inherited from the Middle Ages. Although that 
morality was given precise formulation and transmitted by the Church 
(amongst other agencies), it had been forged in small local units of trade 
and industry. It was forged because it was useful; in a subsistence 
economy a community could only exist at all by acting, in the main, as 
a regulated community. When Dekker damns the ‘City doctrine - 

Nature sent man into the world, alone, 

Without all company, but to care for one - 

it is clear that he has inherited a morality which the Middle Ages had 

found-shall we say?-expedient. 

To say, however, that some of the general attitudes which Jonson 
manipulates into art can be traced fairly directly to certain ‘methods of 
production’ does not in the least support the Marxist analysis; it merely 
suggests a doubt of its relevance. For the point has been made in saying 
that the economic organization from which the bulk of Elizabethan 
social morality derived was that of the small, local community in which 
'human problems can be truly perceived’ - an organization, then, that 
was not merely ‘economic’ - not merely determined by ‘economic’ 
motives. But what is ‘economic’? Clearly, the sense in which a medieval 
township was an ‘economic’ unit is very different from the sense in 
which a large-scale industrial undertaking is ‘economic’. The category, 
in short, is, here, a misleading abstraction. 

An examination of the social themes of the Elizabethan-Jacobean 
drama will take us no further than this. But overt social references form 
only a small part of that drama; what we have next to inquire is whether 
economic conceptions such as ‘class’ (expressing the productive relation¬ 
ships of society) can be used to explain more general aspects of the plays 
of the period. 

At this point a parenthetical return to the ‘rash generalization’ which 
Mr Keynes based on his analysis of the economic situation at the end of 
the sixteenth century may be found useful: the remark ‘that by far the 

I. Hcckschcr, Mercantilism , i, p. 
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„ rg e, w *.ol 

in the atmosphere of buoyancy, exh > dered by pro fit 

economic cares felt by the governing c a * _ ^ 0 £ ^ Eliza- 

infladons’. Having ^ unpor^t error ^ ^ ^ _ 

bethan governing class actu y ) y wh ot bulk of the boom 
we may ask ourselves a few questions: ^0 got th< tb »* enraging 
profits? How did the profit-makers spend then money P f eir ° 

the arts, or in making further ‘ m ‘ 

direct the new wealth to the notorious y , s ^ ^ United 

portant, why did the profit in ation o ^ ‘bull* movement 

States’ - to which Mr Keynes compares the shake- 

- produce what it did instead of a :nauonal^Oft* bee ’ n in ^ 

speare’s theatre could not have existe anything im- 

depths of economic misery; but to say this is not to say any g 

ence, at least its fortunate developme P . , from the land and 

governing class, a class drawing « wealth and 

conscious of the encroachmen of ^ cla$s in more su bde 

dustry. May it not, then, reflect the deo gy ^ „ u i ar * rather 

ways than can be explored in the exp ici ask the question is 

than ‘aristocratic’) which have been by some 

to display its ineptitude. It can y oudook on the world was 

such formula as that ‘Shakespeare s g* press i 0 n of the feudal aris- 

consequential upon his be '" g e , ^ost their former dominating posi- 
tocracy which in Elizabeth s day from th e co m- 

tion’ ‘ - a remark which, since it clearly does not p g w 

plexity of full experience of Shakespeare s poetry, 
anything that can be grasped and discussed. 

, • an H free translation of two 

X. ‘Shakespeare Through Russian Ey«, ^^"Tephen Garry • Wiener 2 7 Dwm- 
articles, by Lunacharsky and P. S. Kog ’ / d Shakespeare’, by T. A. J • 

ber iqu For another (Marxist) view see Mar a ^ l0 learn, was a healthy. 

International Uterature, No. 2,1936. . somcwh at to the Left of the centre of 

well-poised, sceptical, meliorisuc human,s ’ shakcsp eare (in between the years i 59 °- 
advanced bourgeois opinion’. ‘To ^Sutionary potentialities of the proletariat as w 

•M <■* -« "*• -“ ld bC " PK ' 

possible to the genius of Marx ana g t 

anachronistic miracle.’ ducting an argument at the level of Mr »a 

». 1 do no. « = passages abou, 'sunk.og breath , «■ 

of Shakespeare’s ‘snobbery . Wc all Kn 
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THE AGE OF JONSON 

The influence of ‘the governing class’ was subtler than that. It was 
shown in the way in which Elizabethan dramatic verse reflected their 
interest in rhetoric, in psychology, and in morals, interests which their 
economic position allowed them to cultivate, but which can only be 
explained in terms of their education, their religious outlook, and their 
pastimes (music, we remember, was almost as important as fencing). 
Education, religion, and pastimes, we are told, can all be related to ‘the 
prevailing mode of economic production and exchange’, but that, at 
present, is an article of faith. And the Marxist diagnosis (with the im¬ 
plication, here, that cultural attributes were useful to the leisured class) 
seems curiously irrelevant when we realize that the interests which I 
have noted permeated the whole of society: the rhetoric of Shakespeare 
or Chapman is paralleled at a lower level by the rhetoric of Kyd; the 
crude psychology of the upper-class ‘Character’ is surpassed by the 
shrewd folk observation that was to find its supreme expression in 
Bunyan; and if the plays of Chapman or Tourneur gratified a highly 
developed taste for moral casuistry, the pamphlets of Dekker indicate 
that his popular audience had at least some healthy interest in unvar¬ 
nished morals. Above all, there was no barrier of language between 
higher and lower such as separates the different ranges of the contem¬ 
porary reading public. The achievement of the great age of English 
drama (the twenty or twenty-five years, say, from Troilus and Cressida 
and Henry IV) was due to the bringing together and the lively interplay 
of different interests within a fairly homogeneous culture, at a time 
when ‘the art of the people was as closely mingled with the art of the 
coteries as was the speech of the people that delighted in rhythmical 
animation, in idiom, in images ... with the unchanging speech of the 
poets. Elizabethan drama, even in its higher ranges, was not the ex¬ 
pression of a ‘class’ culture at all. 

So far as I can see there is only one other correlation between Eliza¬ 
bethan drama and the economic ordering of society that it is possible to 
attempt. It is an essential point that is made by the remark that ‘Shake¬ 
speare did not create his own laneuaee’ - his achievement would have 

een impossible if English ^ .101 already been there ’ 2 - and one can 
work backwards from Shak speare’s English to the community which 


1. W. B. Yeats, 'What 

2. F. R. Lea vis, For 
to this discussion. 


•pular Poetry?’ Essays , p. 12. 

PP- 164, 215. The context of both phrases is relevant 
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forged it as a vital medium. The advantage drat Shakespeare enj oy ed 
in being able to exploit to the full a popular idiom >s paralleled by is, 
in fact S part of - corresponding advantages in habits of percep 
discrimination, in emotional and intellectual organ.zauon - in sem. 
bility. What those advantages were is revealed by compan n wnh th 
‘impersonal language that has come, not out of individf '*> 

they are; a medium formed by the lowest oducts 0 f a 

ings, perceptions, and ideas acceptab e o hiving such a veil 

machine economy. The luck of the Eh:zabedhan m ^avmg « ^ 

to pierce, in being able to obtain w atever m( . t hods of production 
first hand, was of course due to ‘the prevajk^ and 
and exchange’, to the fact that mass pro ^ ^ cxceptiona i an d 

division of labour, although not un n , earlier - to say 

undeveloped. But - we are back to t e poin, ha( j an econ0 mic 

that the qualities embodied in Shakespeare s ^ a meanSi 

base, is to remind ourselves that ma mg a i g ^ ^ supremely 

and that the ‘economic’ activities which habits of 

expressive medium fostered qualities (percep ourselveS| in short, 

response) that were not economic • ‘economic’ tempts us to 

of the dangerous facility with whic t e ^ was on l y one part 

beg the essential questions. Dramatic p° e Y similar to those that 

ofl larger whole, but it seems that bases of 

I have indicated can we hope to m p nrofitable correlations. 

Elizabethan-Jacobean culture and to make some prohtab 

This book is offered as a start. dcath of Ianguage . the 

1. W. B. Yeats, Essays, p. 373 , ‘One not forget^ ^ ^ rhy thms vary.ng 

substitution of phrases as nearly imperson f : mL ) Crson al things’ (ibid-)- 

from man to man, is but a part of the tyranny-of Appendix A, ‘L.izabcthan 

2. For expansion and illustrauon of this sutemen 

Prose’. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


The Inherited Economic Order 
under Elizabeth 


There is no harm in simplifying so long as wc do not mistake our 
simplifications for more than they are. It is convenient to say, then, that 
the economic activities of Englishmen in the late Elizabethan and early 
Stuart period fall into two patterns. The basic pattern was the economic 
organization direedy inherited from the Middle Ages, whilst super¬ 
imposed on this was the pattern formed by the development of capitalist 
enterprise. The necessary qualifications are obvious. What we may call 
the tradidonal order was not static; since the fourteenth century modi¬ 
fication and development had been slow but continuous. Even more 
obviously the newer organizations (most of them had a medieval 
ancestry) were changing very rapidly indeed, and, however we define 
‘capitalist’, many forms of capitalist activity existed side by side. Nor 
were the two patterns, or modes, distinct; they both interacted and 
merged. And we have to remember too that outward economic forms 
tend to persist when the functions that they were designed to express 
have changed, so that, as in the later history of the gilds, it is often 
difficult to tell whether we are dealing with a survival from another age 
or with a new development. 

All the same the economic life of England under Elizabeth and the 
first Stuarts can best be understood when we are conscious of its two 
aspects. It was during this period that modern forms of commercial and 
industrial enterprise took shape, and my account of T udor Stuart 
economic life will be mainly concerned with these. Hut it is important 
to realize that they were new, and that men thought of them as new. 
The basic economic activities were still, very largely, traditional. 

For the sake of clarity later it is necessary to give here a brief summary 
of the main features of economic life in England in the N i c k cs - 
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By far the most important was the organization of agriculture - the 
system of manor and village and open fields. Except in the wool trade 
production in each district was carried on at a subsistence level; it sup¬ 
plied the immediate needs of the local population or, at most, of those 
who were direcdy connected with the locality. Society was organized to 
obtain a living from the land. Feudal tenure, for example, was based on 
service and inheritance; it ensured, that is, a regular succession of those 
who could be made to work the land or who could be made responsible 
for its working. The essential function of feudal society may be slightly 
obscured in the upper ranges; it is clear enough to need no stressing in 
the manorial communities that formed the base of the pyramid. The 
bulk of the population were tillers of the soil. Of these the largest class 
were the villeins, who worked the land of their immediate lord, who 
subsisted on their share in the arable fields, meadow, woods, and com¬ 
mon pasture, and who inherited their customary rights and duties from 

their fathers. ... 

The civilization of medieval England was a local civilization. Church¬ 
men, nobles, and administrative officers acted as a unifying and centri¬ 
petal force; but even the greater landowners, journeying from manor to 
manor, ‘lived on their own’, and the opinions and attitudes of the village 
priest did not differ very much from those of his parishioners. The 
modern village (most of the farmers live outside it) only gives a feeble 
suggestion of the extent to which the medieval village was a community. 
Not only was it - except for a very few necessities - economically self- 
sufficient, it functioned as a unit, and a common way of life was deter¬ 
mined by the labour in the open fields, by attendance at the parish 
church and the manorial courts, by the mere fact of living in a small 
cluster of houses along the village street. 

It is easy to understand why medieval thought was dominated by 
tradition, the custom of the community. In the towns the organization of 
the manor was paralleled, in many respects, by the organization of the 
gilds. They too expressed a strong corporate spirit, and ensured, not ‘pro¬ 
gress’ and a rising ‘standard of living’, but subsistence at a familiar level. 
They were based, of course, on local privilege, and in some ways they 
may have borne hardb, on the native non-gildsman as well as on the 
‘foreigner’, though by the end of the Middle Ages there were few who 
did not belong to some form of professional association . 1 But protection 

i. Unwin, Gilds, 172. 
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and commercial enterprise was not yet - and could not be - sufficiently 
developed to become a serious disruptive force. 

In medieval England, to adapt the summary of an American his¬ 
torian, ‘social organization was marked by three general characteristics: 
the close connexion of the whole population with the soil; the large 
corporate or cooperative element in the life of the people; and the extent 
to which the whole structure rested upon custom, not upon either estab¬ 
lished law or written contract .’ 1 Two other, related, aspects of medieval 
life remain to be noticed. In the Middle Ages activities connected with 
getting a living included a very great deal that cannot be brought under 
the modern category ‘economic’. The agricultural worker has, of course, 
left us no ‘evidence’, but the accepted account of gild life will serve to 
make the point. ‘The brotherhood’, says Ashley, ‘was unlike a modern 
society aiming at some particular material advantage, in that it entered 
into a great part of everyday life. Sick gildsmen were visited, and wine 
and food sent to them from the feasts; brethren who had fallen into 
poverty were relieved; their daughters were dowered for marriage or 
the convent; and when a member died his funeral was attended by the 
brethren and the due rites provided for.’ * As Unwin reminds us, the 
daily work carried on in the halls of the Livery companies at the end of 
the fourteenth century represented ‘a combination of the activities of a 
ducal estate-office with those of a charity organization society, and a de¬ 
partment for technical education .’ 3 But it was not merely that the gilds 
engaged in social and religious activities; their whole functioning can 
only be understood when we are aware of its extra-economic aspects. The 
apprenticeship system, for example, regulated competition whilst ensur¬ 
ing a regular succession of skilled craftsmen; it also ensured continuity 
of a tradition that was more than the tradition of a craft. ‘It was an 
essential feature of the medieval system’, says Lipson, ‘that the appren¬ 
tice should reside with the master, whose duty it was to instil social 
virtues into the boy as well as to teach him knowledge of a craft.’ It was 
not until the eighteenth century that the relations of master and appren¬ 
tice were ‘reconstituted on a basis of wage-contract, a cash nexus supply¬ 
ing the place of the parental bond .’ 4 


i. E. P. Chcyncy, Soaal Changes ,n England in the Sixteenth Century as reflected in 
Contemporary Literature, Part i. Rural Changes, p. , 9 . and cf. p. 106, op. cit. 

a. Ashley, ., P . 76, and cf. pp. 91-2. op. cit. 3. Gilds and Companies, p. 192. 

4. Lipson, 11, pp. 42 3. Compare, in a different field: ‘The great households were very not¬ 
able social institutions and schools of manners if not of learning’ (Cunningham, p. 241). 
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So too medieval economic activities were not guided by purely 
economic considerations - as these were understood in the nineteenth 
century. Theories of the just price, of intrinsic value, of usury, of fair 
dealing, of the relations of master and servant, were evolved by clerical 
theorists, embodied in canon law, and enforced by the courts. By the end 
of the thirteenth century there was a large body of positive law and a 
still larger body of common opinion concerning the rights and duues ot 
men in their social and economic relationships . 1 Needless to say, the 
avaricious of all classes prevented common practice from reaching more 
than its usual approximation to ideal theory. But the point is not that the 
economic theory of the schoolmen was neglected, but that it was evolved 
at all, and that its general validity was not questioned even by those who 
ignored it. Dr Tawney tells us that, ‘The first fundamental assumption 
which is taken over by the sixteenth century [from the Middle Agesj is 
that the ultimate standard of human institutions and acQviUes is re 1- 
gion .’ 2 It is better to say, as he himself points out, that the Middle Ages 
were not conscious of a division between secular and religious in the 
way in which we are conscious of it. The schoolmen who formulated 
standards for business dealing were not thought of as dictating from 
one sphere to another, because, to a large extent, they were only making 
explicit what was implicit in the functioning of a scarcity economy, 
is not to deny the importance or the moral value of the canonist doctrine 
to say that ‘the community could only subsist by acung, in the main, as a 

regulated community ’. 3 . . . . 

As will be seen, many of the ideas and attitudes springing originally 

from the medieval economic order were current throughout the sixteen 
century and even later. Their ‘hardy vitality’ * was not merely due to 
conservative tenacity - a cultural lag; the ideas survived because condi¬ 
tions similar to those in which they emerged were still a widespread and 
effective part of contemporary life. When considering Tu or economic 
life we tend to think mainly of the changes — enclosures, the expansion 
industry, and overseas trade — which indicate the important eve op- 
ments of the future, and certainly there is no need to minimize t e 
importance. But a slight redirection of attention is sufficient to h 

1. Described by Ashley, I, chap, iii; n, chap. vi. 1 am aware of the late mt(licva 

qualifications, with regard to usury for example. Sec i» 1 8, above. 

2. Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, p. 19. , , Mercantilism, n» 

4. ‘The hardy vitality of medieval municipal policy (Hcckscher, 

P- 269)- 
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into focus the traditional order - forms of economic effort and organiza¬ 
tion that a medieval man would have found it easy to understand — on 

which the newer elements supervened. 

Political history is responsible for many false perspectives, and one of 
them is due to the almost exclusive attention that it gives to specifically 
urban activities. One has to emphasize the commonplace that in the 
sixteenth century — indeed until the Industrial Revolution — the main 
business of the country lay in agriculture . 1 This alone was sufficient to 
ensure a high degree of continuity of tradition from the preceding cen¬ 
turies. Moreover, even after the great enclosure movement under the 
Tudors the greater part of the countryside was still cultivated on the old 
open-field system, and - apart from the increase of sheep-farming - 
there had been no change in agricultural method comparable to that 
which was to take place in the eighteenth century. Villein right had 
been transformed into a variety of tenures, and there was an increasingly 
numerous class of landless labourers. But the copyholders — the bulk of 
the village population - held their land by customary payments which 
corresponded to the customary services of the villein; when forced to 
defend their rights they appealed to ‘immemorial custom’ and ‘times 
beyond the memory of man’. The manor had decayed as an administra¬ 
tive unit - though for centuries to come the manor-house was to be a 
dominant factor in village life - but the village itself, even if affected by 
the growth of the domestic system, was still an isolated and, to a large 
extent, a self-sufficient community. Not only was English civilization in 
the sixteenth century still closely in touch with the soil, there is an 
important sense in which it was still a local rather than a national civiliz¬ 
ation. 

And apart from agriculture economic life contained patterns that are 
recognizably medieval, even though modified from their original form. 
Anything approaching exact evidence is, of course, not available, but for 
many individual craftsmen conditions of work must have been similar to 
what they were in the fourteenth century. Writing in the early years of 
this century, Unwin observed: 

Even at the present day the butcher and the baker, the joiner and the 
builder, the working shoemaker and tailor of a small town are often little 
removed from the simplicity of the handicraft system. Capital and labour 
are both represented u. c trading master craftsman who sells the product 
i. For approximau liguru see Ashley, Economic Organization of England , p. 119. 
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of both these factors direct to the consumer; and the thrifty journeyman 
who wishes to start business on his own account does not meet with any 

insuperable obstacle. 1 

Differentiation of function in industry had, of course, begun in the 
Middle Ages - between capital and labour, between making and selling 
and between the various branches of some forms of manufacture and 
it had been carried much further by the sixteenth century But it was a 
process that was very far indeed from being highly or uniformly deve - 
oped. ‘Quite a considerable amount of the industry by which the ele¬ 
mentary needs of the community were supplied ... continued in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to be carried on ^dertheUmitd 
but stable conditions of a purely local market. And in all die^ loca 
trades - victualling, shoemaking, tailoring, etc. - differennation, if 
begun at all, was still in its early stages.’ If, in the medieval gdd. system, 
‘the master craftsman producing work on materials ofh.town and s 
ing it direct to the consumer’ was ‘the predominant figure, he still 
played an important part under Elizabeth. Even the domestic system 

left room for the semi-independent small master. 

If one turns from the individual to the organization of the oIder^ad 
and industries it is the difference between the Tudor-Stuar and die 
medieval gild system that is most immediately apparent strictly, itus 
impossible^to speak any longer of '* gild system' ~ and 

panies exhibit too many different characteristics^ By the ce ™ { 

few of the gilds were simple, homogeneous bodies each exp css 
common interest. In the greater companies at least the g ^ 
had got control, and the upper ranks of the hierarc y 
‘of the livery’ - tended more and more to represent a purel>- merca 

interest, separate from, if not opposed to, the manufaC ^'; g ry 
the small masters, who now, in each company, compose 
(in the Tudor period the journeymen’s interests ee. o c ^ 
hardly represented at all).’ This fundamental opposition benveen era 
man anduadcr - often a large middleman or expor er not br,ed to . e 
craft - explains a good many of the opposing polices that are 

1. Industrial Organization , p. 61. 

2. ibid. . ln t hc smaller crafts and the 

3 Unwin, op. cit., pp. 61-9. Cf. As cy, ^P; ctJ 3 patriarcha l alter they had been 

smaller centres of industry cond.uons long remainca p 

greatly modified elsewhere/ Unwin, Gilds 9 pp. 227-8. 

4. Industrial Organization , p. 67. 
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Tudor and early Stuart industrial history. The last effective transforma¬ 
tion of the gilds is seen in the incorporated companies of small masters 
which, in several instances in the early seventeenth century, were formed 
out of the yeomanry of the greater companies. But any form of gild 
organization proved, in the long run, incompatible with capitalist ex¬ 
pansion. Most of the newer industries had, of course, developed from 
the first on different lines; but even in the industries organized on a gild 
basis the class of small masters — who had once made common cause 
against the merchants - tended to split into a body of larger manufactur¬ 
ing employers on the one hand, and a mass of journeymen on the other . 1 
This process was well advanced by the time of the Whig revolution, and 
the surviving gilds and companies were soon to be little more than 
dignified relics. The history of Trade Unionism, it is worth noting, 
begins in the eighteenth century. 

This is the crudest outline; the account of gild organization under the 
Tudors and early Stuarts given in detail by Unwin 2 shows a bewildering 
variety of changing forms. But beneath the variety, at least until the 
Civil War, one can trace the lines that run from the medieval system. 
The gilds, it is true, had been deprived of their religious, though not 
their social, significance in the early years of the Reformation, but their 
economic activities increased, if anything, as general conditions became 
more complex; and throughout the reigns of Elizabeth, James I, and 
Charles I they continued to give effective expression to the principle that 
each trade should be regulated as a whole, and - in spite of important 
exceptions - regulated primarily by those immediately engaged in that 
trade . 3 The direction and emphasis of regulation varied in each gild as 
different sets of interests gained control, but there was a lowest common 
denominator of regulating activity - shared by all the gilds - which had 
remained fairly constant since the Middle Ages. The courts of the larger 
London companies, for example, were not only concerned with the 
general direction of trade policy; in their weekly or fortnightly meetings 
‘die multifarious quesdons arising out of the company’s regulation of 


1. Unwin, Industrial Organization , pp. 198-201. 

2. The whole of this and the preceding paragraph is drawn from his Gilds and Com¬ 
panies^. »v and xv and Industrial Organization , chaps, iii, iv, v, and passim 

3 The principle of the full control of each trade by a single company’ was clearly 
marked in the early Stuart incorporations - Gilds and Companies , p.V For a sTm- 
mitry account of the survival of the craft gilds into the seventeenth ce’nfury ste Lipson «»., 
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trade and industry, and its maintenance of order and discipline amongst 
its members, were dealt with as they arose.’ Disputes between members, 
or between master and workman, were settled, apprentices were 
admonished, punished, or protected. ‘Small debts of various in s are 
ordered to be paid by instalments. Unsatisfactory bargains are revised. 

Ill-executed work is condemned .’ 1 ... , 

The purpose of all this activity was the protection of gild members 

and the furtherance of their interests, particularly — as e mere 

capitalists drew away from the old organizations - t e preservation 

the status of the master craftsman. It isn’t very helpful, however to say 

that the Tudor gilds were motivated by self-interest: it is per ec y , 

but it is true of trade associations at all times and in a p aces. 

important is the way in which self-interest functions, n e 

gilds it still functioned by means of regulation and 
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case for or against the gilds. The point is that the mere conception of an 
ordered trade was not likely to spring from the newer forms of commer¬ 
cial activity; it was a medieval conception, and that it was kept alive into 
the seventeenth century seems to be largely because the gilds continued 
as an active part of city life. 

The economic history of the Elizabethan and early Stuart period is the 
history of the increasing dominance of newer forms of activity which 
look forward to the nineteenth century, and the disintegration of a 
traditional order with its roots in the Middle Ages; by the time of the 
Civil War the balance had plainly shifted in favour of the new. Until 
comparatively recent times it was usual for historians — following 
Macaulay who was fascinated by ‘the brilliant industrial development’ 
and the accumulation of capital - to discuss this process of change in 
terms of ‘progress’ (for what progress meant to Macaulay see the essay 
on Southey): trade and industry advanced as the medieval restrictions 
on economic freedom broke down; expansion was equated with im¬ 
provement. Thus a standard monograph on the monopolies concludes: 
‘Although for a time the efforts to curb the crown in its encroachments 
upon public liberties seemed to have been in vain, the permanent out¬ 
come was the triumph of freedom.’ 1 (Freedom for whom and to what 
ends is what one has to ask.) Even Unwin, whose studies did so much 
to exhibit the complex functioning of the older forms, could commit 
himself to easy generalizations of this kind. Describing the development 
of industry outside the town gilds, he says: 

Throughout almost all the social legislation of the Tudor period we may 
see the England of the past erecting vain barriers against the England of 
the future. To a large extent it was a struggle between town and country, 
but strange as it may seem to us, the country was often on the side of 
freedom and progress, whilst the towns represented stagnation and privilege. 2 

This is a point of view to which I shall return (it has important political 
implications). Here it is sufficient to notice that ‘freedom’ and ‘progress’ 
imply a wholesale moral judgement that can only hinder the kind of 
discrimination and evaluation that is relevant to the study of history. I 
do not mean of course that one should substitute for the Whicr view a 
nostalgic glorification of the more remote past, picturing the traditional 

1. W. H. Price, The English Patents of Monopoly. p. U2 

2. Shakespeare’s England , ,, p. 3.5 (‘Commerce and Coinage’). 
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CHAPTER TWO 



What is still the current view of the constitutional developments of the 
seventeenth century is indicated by these two quotations: 

Elizabeth’s strict control had nursed her people through perilous years 
into a strong nation. She had kept order for them until they were fully able 
to manage their own affairs. By the time her task was over England was 
ready to embark upon the adventure of governing herself. . . . The Stuart 
dynasty never had a chance from the beginning; Elizabeth had served her 
country’s need so effectually, given it peace in which to develop and grow, 
that by the time her long reign was over she had enabled her people to out¬ 
grow their need for her and her kind. 1 

And for the latter part of the century: 

The shaking off of a hated dynasty, the security and peace which 
followed, the establishment of a government of freedom corresponding to 
the wishes of the people, which was guaranteed by the conspicuous influence 
of the acquisitive middle classes - all this must have had an active influence 
on the spirit of enterprise. The growth of industry was checked by the 
political disputes during the last years before the Revolution and by the 
uncertainty of the new conditions during the first years after. But about 
1691 it went forward with redoubled strength. 2 

But, one asks, who were Elizabeth’s ‘people’ who were ready to em¬ 
bark on the advei ture of governing themselves? Who hated the Stuart 
dynasty? and whose wishes were mainly consulted in ‘the establishment 
of a government of freedom’ in 1688? The second quotation - which so 
obviously shares th". attitude towards the growth of industry commented 

r. M. St Clare Byrne, Elizabethan Life in Town and Country, pp. £_ I0 . 

2. Richard Ehrcnbcrg, Capital and Ft nance in the Age of 'the Renaissance (English 
translation by F M. Lucas), p. 365. 
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effect of this development on English life in the later years of Elizabeth 
and the reign of James I. 1 


THE DISCOVERIES AND THE DEVELOPMENT 

OF CAPITALISM 


Since history has not provided a succession of clear-cut types of economic 
organization it is impossible to point to a decade, or to a generation, 
when the capitalist era in Europe ‘begins’. Fortunately the slicing up of 
history in this way is unnecessary; it is sufficient to say that in the six¬ 
teenth century, more particularly in the second half of the sixteenth 
century, capitalist processes were established. 2 In England, at all events, 
the change was most plainly marked during the forty or fifty years that 
preceded the death of James I, and by the end of that period it is clear 
that modern capitalism had been born. 

This account is justified whatever definition of ‘capitalism’ we adopt. 
The most obvious characteristic of capitalist organization, we may say, 
is the division between the employer who owns the instruments of 
production (tools, materials) and the finished goods, on the one hand, 
and the hired workman who owns nothing but his labour, on the other. 
In this sense, since not all medieval journeymen became masters, many 
gild masters were capitalists. But capitalism implies more than this; it 
implies the accumulation of ‘a store of wealth that can be turned into 
new and more profitable channels as occasion arises’ (something for 
which there is no opportunity in a local industry supplying a more or less 
regular demand) and. in its more advanced stages, large-scale production 
and the division of labour. The emergence of any form of capitalist 
organization is, therefore, dependent on two factors: the existence of a 
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.ion al^thlu higMv f “*- ,,r 7 poin ' Capita!. Commodity produc- 

incrce constitute'the histone,, 

capital begins in the .• - nth century with thl -c M ki; i c T modcrn hlstor >’ of 

system and the opening o. i wu,!d market' (Karl ° f J commercial 

Eden and Cedar Paul Everyman Edition) p ,m) ‘ ‘ ’ ° p,ta (LngIlsh tran: ><ation by 




THE DEVELOPMENT OF CAPITALIST ENTERPRISE 

wider market than the medieval local community - improved methods 
of communication are involved here - and an adequate supply of money 
Further capitalist development presupposes also a permanent c ass o 
labourers who have no choice but to work for hue, and technologtcal 

advance that facilitates the division of labour. , 

Some of these conditions were present in the Middle Ages. Com 

merce is necessarily capitalisdc: you can’t man your own ship or load 
the goods you have made on your own mule and lead it over the St 
Gotdiard. From the time of the Crusades Venice had fcvdoped a 
extensive trade with the East (in the early years a good deal of it wa 
‘one-sided trade’, or plunder), and by the thirteenth century the town 
of northern Italy and of Flanders were centres of international rather 

system, to Italian banking in the thirteenth century, to the credit system 

in Bm in me^eval'lEurope as^whole, more particularly in countries such 
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American gold and silver into Europe in hastening the disintegration of 
the medieval economic order. From the early years of the sixteenth 
century Spain received a steady supply of gold from her American con¬ 
quests; her colonial policy was one of immediate and wholesale exploita¬ 
tion. In 1545 came the discovery of the silver mines of Potosi and ‘from 
the middle of the sixteenth century to the thirties of the seventeenth the 
treasure of the Indies poured into the motherland at a rate that exceeded 
the most fantastic dreams of the conquistadores .’ l From Spain, mainly 
by trade (Spain was industrially backward) but pardy by more direct 
means (plunder, or the payment of Crown debts), American gold and 
silver were diffused throughout the world - particularly to England, 
France, and the Low Countries, and from there, in the course of trade 
in spices and oriental goods, to the far East. 2 Between 1500 and 1600 the 
stock of precious metals in Europe is estimated to have trebled. 3 

The effect of the Spanish-Amcrican treasure in stimulating capitalist 
enterprise is clearly seen in England. According to Mr Keynes: 


The boom period in England definitely began with the return of Drake's 
first important expedition (his third voyage) in 1573, and was confirmed by 
the immense gains of his second expedition which returned home in 1580. 
. . . Indeed, the booty brought back by Drake in the Golden Hind 4 may 
fairly be considered the fountain and origin of British Foreign Investment. 
Elizabeth paid off out of the proceeds the whole of her foreign debt and 
invested a part of the balance (about £42,000) in the Levant Company; 
largely out of the profits of the Levant Company there was formed the 
East India Company, the profits of which during the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries were the main foundations of England’s foreign 
connexions, and so on. . . . It was not the absolute value of the bullion 
brought into the country - perhaps not more than £2,000,000 or £3,000,000 
from first to last - which mattered, but the indirect effect of this on profit 
and enterprise the increment of the country’s wealth in buildings and 
improvements being probably several times the above figures. 5 

1. Hamilton, op. cit., p. 345. 


2. Hamilton, op. cit., p. 346. 

3. Robertson, op. cit., pp. 178-9. 
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5- J. M. Kcyir.-s, A Treatise on Money, 11, pp . j56-7. 
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But it was not only that there was now more money available for use in 
commercial, industrial, and financial undertakings. The revolution in 
prices, consequent on the vastly increased supply of gold and silver 
undermined the rule of custom in business and, at the same time as the 
Discoveries ‘widened the economic horizon’, stimulated the pursuit of 
gain by promising large profits to the enterprising. In most European 
countries prices rose continuously throughout the sntteenth century, with 
accelerated speed from about t 55 o. Although England for various 
reasons was not immediately affected by the continental price move¬ 
ment die debasement of the currency by Henry VIII caused a general 
‘dearth’, which the recoinage of 1560-1 was intended to relieve. By this 
time however, the country was beginning to receive a share of the 
Spanish treasure; the second half of the century, to the bewdderment of 

is *.-£££ * >■£ ets,' 

• undreamed-of opportunities for the capitalist. 

quadrupled profits. f rom the East India trade, 

The windfalls thus received along with W and ^ stupcndous 
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ulation of the Elizabethan and Jacobean age accrued to the profiteer rather 
than to the wage-earner. ... Never in the annals of the modern world has 
there existed so prolonged and so rich an opportunity for the business man, 
the speculator and the profiteer. In these golden years modern capitalism 
was born. 1 


CAPITALIST FINANCE! THE GROWTH OF A 

MONEY MARKET 

I have already commented on the difficulty of distinguishing causes and 
effects in the development of a complex process. The rise of large-scale 
finance, which is a characteristic of the sixteenth century, was of course 
largely due to the increased commercial and industrial activity that has 
still to be considered. But the rise of an international money market was 
itself one of the first causes of economic expansion and, since ‘the force 
of money in determining the course of the world’s history meets us at 
every turn at this period’, it is convenient to consider it here. The flow of 
capital - particularly the capital released by the Spanish discoveries - 
that was necessary for that expansion was largely directed by the inter¬ 
national financiers. 

I have not found a better account of the development of European 
finance in the sixteenth century than that given by Dr Richard Ehren- 
berg in Capital and Finance in the Age of the Renaissance . 2 Dr 
Ehrenberg takes as his text the tag, Pecunia nervus belli. By the time of 
the Renaissance, he points out, warfare had ceased to be waged by feudal 
levies and, on the Continent at least, was becoming ‘a heavy industry’ 3 
conducted largely by mercenary troops who would not wait for pay 
whilst money was collected by the usual expedients; 4 in any case money 
was often required far from the place where it was raised. 5 The sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries were periods of almost continuous warfare, 
and the sums spent for military purposes were enormous. 6 The swift 
mobilization of credit was at once a necessity of state and something 


1. J. M. Keynes, op. cit., pp. 15^-9. 

2 . English translation by . M. Lucas. The quotation in the first paragraph occurs on 

P /p , 3 ‘ °!i- K C,t -’ P f 4 - op. cit., p. 32 . ciLi 29 . 
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, • . the existing state mechanism could not achieve. Kings and 
W • therefore were forced to rely on individual financiers; it was not 
^coincidence that the rise of the house of Fugger took place in the early 
sixteenth century during the dissensions within the Empire and the g 

■SS Chmiia. 

^i* i n fnr ex imolc — whose resources were targe 

enough^ to supply thefinancial needs of princes, but none had achieved 
the international status of the Fugger. 

. Ab 7 v tr 

porary chronicler of A g* ^ aU kingdoms and lands; yea, among 
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the heathen also. Emper , g > ^ weU beloved son an d embraced 

him, a nd * the^ Cardin ah C 
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with the increasing volume of trade, caused the growth of the great 
Bourses or money markets, the greatest of which was at Antwerp. The 
situation in the middle years of the sixteenth century is best described in 
Dr Ehrenberg’s own words: 

The trading companies now attracted from every side the free money 
capital of the small holders of capital, and for this they paid a much lower 
rate than what they were able to get in financial dealings. On the Bourses 
themselves the great financiers borrowed more and more outside capital, 
which could not else have found employment and was therefore reladvely 
cheap. . . . The ambition to share in the Antwerp and Lyons financial 
dealings affected an ever-widening circle, until even the most violent in¬ 
crease of the demand did not exhaust the supply, and whole classes of the 
European peoples were seized by a regular mania or craze for the possession 
of these magic parchments known on the world Bourses as King’s Bonds, 
Court Bonds, or Bonds of the Receivers General. 1 

From 1552 onwards a real madness or ‘mania’ for the Bourse loans of 
Antwerp and Lyons seized on the masses all over Europe, and the last 
vestiges of the science which should be at hand in all speculations was 
discarded, and a fever for profiteering rushed like a runner gone mad 
through the richest domains of all the old painfully gathered capital to meet 
the inevitable crisis. 2 

Yet all the same (Dr Ehrenberg continues) these capital transactions in 
the world markets of the sixteenth century constitute a forward step of 
enormous importance in civilization. For the first time business in the 
different markets had brought together capital from every side on such a 
scale as to satisfy the largest demands of the most important princes, and to 
reduce by half the rate of interest on their loans. This made it possible to 
raise large masses of capital at moderate rates for all the modern develop¬ 
ments of civilization and for all the national ends of the different peoples. 3 


There is no need to follow Dr Ehrenberg’s account to the end, to the 
decline of the power of the individual financial magnates as states began 
to raise their own loans directly from the Bourses. 4 The point is that in 
the second half of the sixteenth century an international money market 
had arisen. The capital concentrated at the great financial centres was 
available for loans and for investment, and modern financial technique- 
large-scale speculation ..nd credit transactions - dates from this period. 


1. op. cit., pp. 314 ’■). 2. op. at., p. 328. 3. op. cit., p. 333. 

4. At the time of the F r '.a. ars of the second half of the seventeenth century, ‘It was 
no longer a single fin. -, but he whole of the Amsterdam Exchange, which affected 
the course of his >ry‘ ( at., p. 361). 
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‘The essence of the financial organization of the sixteenth century’, says 
Dr Tawney, ‘was 

undertake every transaction within his means, a unity whtch had as .« 
symptom the movement of all the principal markets in sympathy w th 
each other, and as its effect the mobilization of immense resources at the 

strategic points of international finance. 

It was some time before London became a ‘strategic point' of the im¬ 
portance of Antwerp or Lyons, but by the second half of the slx ' e f J 
century it was closely bound to the European financial system. In 
England the same causes were at work as on the Continent, though at 
first less powerfully. The French wars of Henry VIII had caused him o 
borrow large surJ from the Fugger, and throughout the century wars 
or preparafion for wars kept the Crown constandy dependent on the 
power of the financier to mobilize capital. 3 At first Crown loans were 
raised abroad, but by the time of the death of Sir Thomas Gresham 
(IS 7 Q) English capital was available in sufficient quantity to satisfy the 

extraordinary credit requirements of the governmentf -^ 
which had combined with the great expansion of foreign trade to ca 
into being a class of financial specialists and to make Urge-scale credit 
transactions familiar in London a hundred years before the founding 

^IifEnghsh'finandal history the dominating - onejmi 

bolic - figure of the mid sixteenth century was Thomas Gresham, th 
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pulsion where necessary, but paying 12 per cent interest instead of the 
usual 10 per cent, so the merchants were satisfied in the end). But it is 
the part he played before then, as the King’s agent at Antwerp, that I 
wish to notice here. As ‘royal merchant’ it was Gresham’s business to 
raise loans for the sovereign from the Flemish and German merchants - 
as well as to supply arms and ammunition, to glean political information, 
and, where opportunity offered, to smuggle bullion from the Continent. 
When he was appointed in 1551 the interest on the foreign debts in¬ 
curred by Henry VIII is said to have amounted to £40,000 a year, whilst 
the exchange stood at 16s. Flemish to the pound sterling. 1 Within two 
or three years the pound had gone up to 22s. Flemish, at which rate 
Gresham was able to discharge all the king’s debts. 2 This, he claimed, 
was due to his own manipulation of the exchange, and in a letter written 
to Elizabeth early in her reign, after oudining the reasons for the fall 
of the pound and the means that he had taken to remedy this, he con¬ 
cluded : 

By this it may plainly appear to your highness, as that the exchange is the 
thing that eats out all princes, to the whole destruction of their commonweal, 
if it be not substantially looked unto; so likewise the exchange is the chiefest 
and richest thing only above all other, to restore your Majesty and your 
realm to fine gold and silver, and is the mean that makes all foreign com¬ 
modities and your own commodities with all kind of victuals good cheap, 
and likewise keeps your fine gold and silver within your realm. ... So 
consequently the higher the exchange riseth, the more shall your Majesty 
and your realm and commonweal flourish, which thing is only kept up 
by art and God’s providence. 3 

It doesn’t much matter whether Gresham was correct in attributing the 
improvement to his own ‘art’ or not; what is important is the recognition 
of the national importance of fluctuations in the foreign exchange. It was 
not merely that exchange transactions provided a convenient way of 
making money for the merchant or financier with capital to spare, the 
economic welfare of th ' hole country was becoming dependent on the 
movement of forces that .Lie bt/^d the power of any one individual 
to control. 4 

1. Burgon, op. ci f i. p. 68. To secure renewal of the loans Henry had been forced to 
buy jewels and goods at exorbitant rates - the equivalent of ‘taking up on commodity’ in 
humbler spheres. 2. op. cit., 1, p. 99. 3. Burgon, 1, Appendix xxi. 

4. The exchange rates between two countries arc determined by the balance of trade 
between them, the different values of their currencies, the state of the national credit, and 
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It is impossible to understand either the industrial development or the 

economic controversies of the later sixteenth century without ome 

knowledge of this background of international financial dealing . 
international finance that first made capital mobile It was mterna ion 
“hat prepared the way for the doctrine of comp ete e— 
freedom and ‘since problems of currency and credit lent themselves 
more readily than other economic questions to discussions in terms 

mechanical causation’, 1 for the doctrine of the moral -£on*b,ty rf 
economics. All that Gresham and the financiers who fol owed h 
represented therefore, would be completely alien to the peasants ana 
small masters who still formed more than three-quarters of the popu 
tion of England. 2 The ideas of the local community were not those 

LalJ here wtil g b; occasion to nonce the confusion in the economic 
tific’. 

English Government than to the vices of its neigh- 

b° ur S. 4 , 

by a variety of complicating factors. F ' U °^^ a ngc tanfactions therefore involve a 
the day to day changes in any or all o ^ fofm Jj usury ,hcy had a good deal of 
considerable element of speculation, ^ kjnds of thcse transactions’ in- 

hostile attention in Elizabeth s reign. J xtccnth century. See Tawney’s Introduc- 

cre.sed considerably about Acand in, Ui. . 

tion to Wilson •s Discourse, p. 7 •» an ibid . ’ 2. op. cit., p. 21. 

1. Tawney, op. cit. , P- 6l - Cf ‘ ^ ^ l c traditional doctrines with an experiment,im 
3. ‘The foreign exchangesconfroru ^ business, and could only murmur 
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resources, and English government finance was not established on a 
sound basis until after the Restoration. The Stuarts, it is well known, had 
not the financial aptitude of Elizabeth, and their continuous money diffi¬ 
culties culminated in the desperate expedients of Charles I just before the 
outbreak of civil war. But even the Elizabethan Privy Council did not 
manage the national income to the best advantage; the commissioners 
of the subsidy and the assessors were frequendy inefficient (and dis¬ 
honest); 1 at the beginning of the seventeenth century there were no 
balance sheets of the Crown revenue and expenditure, and ‘errors in 
addidon might almost be described as the rule rather than the excep- 

• t o 

don .* 

The first quarter of the seventeenth century has been described as ‘the 
period of perhaps the greatest economic confusion in our history .’ 3 
Throughout Europe it was a period of currency disorder, trade crises 
were common, and ‘monetary confusion prevailed everywhere ’. 4 In 
England, James I’s tamperings with the coinage were mischievous and 
his economic policy was inept, but one has to accept the judgement that 
‘if James did not understand the difficulties of the time, neither did his 
ministers, nor could any agreement herein be found among the practical 
men of the time .’ 5 The revolution of prices and the rapid development 
of international finance had confronted statesmen and theorists with an 
entirely new and enormously complicated set of problems, which were 
made more acute by the continuous political disorder on the Continent. 
I shall try to show the valuable elements in the traditional and popular 
doctrines that were used in opposition to some of the newer economic 
developments; but with a knowledge of the general confusion we shall 
not be surprised if the economics of honest moralists are sometimes 
shaky, or if plain men attribute dearth not to the movement of European 
markets but entirely to ‘the subtle invention and craft of divers covetous 
persons ’. 6 


1. Scott, i, p. 94. 

2. ibid., 1, p. 158. The private companies were not much better. Cf. the account of a 
balance sheet of an early joint-stock company, op. cit., 11, p. 388. 

3. F. H. Durham, 1 lit Relations of the Crown to Trade under James I’ ( Transactions 
of the Royal Historical Society, New Scries, xiu), p. 199. 

«• Durh r-°p- cit " 5 . op. cit.. P . 200 . 

6 . Cunningham, Cf. Robertson, Economic Individualism, p. ,8t. 
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OVERSEAS TRADE 
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perhaps sufficiently indicated by the names of the companies. The prin¬ 
cipal export remained English cloth. The Easdand Company, trading 
to the Baluc, and the Russian Company brought back the all-important 
naval stores - timber, tar, hemp, wax, and cordage; whilst for some 
time the Russian Company also had an overland trade with Persia. The 
Levant Company imported silk, drugs, and Eastern goods generally 
from Smyrna and Aleppo, whilst the African companies traded in gold, 
ivory, and spices. (The slave trade was mainly carried on by interlopers.) 
The East India Company imported from India and the Far East, raw 
silk, saltpetre, pepper, and other spices and drugs. 1 

Other forms of enterprise - privateering, discovery, and colonization - 
have to be mentioned here, since, in their causes, methods, and results, 
they were all closely related to the commercial development of the 
period. Not only was foreign trade occasionally allied with freebooting, 2 
the various activities of the Elizabethan seamen afford interesting illus¬ 
trations of contemporary speculation and investment. The raids on 
Spanish America were all conducted by joint-stock companies, and the 
enormous profits to the shareholders in Drake’s round-the-world voyage 
of 1577-80 resulted in a boom in privateering. 3 Similarly the voyages 
of discovery were largely a form of economic investment. The Russian 
Company was at first known as ‘The mystery and company of the Mer¬ 
chants adventurers for the discovery of regions ... and places un¬ 
known’, 4 whilst the expenses of Frobisher’s voyages to the North-West 
0576-8) were borne by a syndicate, the members of which either adven¬ 
tured goods or took out shares in money. 5 Several short-lived plantation 
companies were formed under Elizabeth, but English colonization was 
unsuccessful until the reign of James I, when the ending of officially 


1. Cunningham, 11, pp. 214-79; Scott, 1 and 11, passim-, Heckscher, Mercantilism, 1, 
P- 375 - 

2. W. Sombart, The Quintessence of Capitalism (translated and edited by M. Epstein), 
chap, vi, section 1. Continuous fighting was a corollary of trade at this period; apart from 
hghts with pirates and the natives of newly discovered lands, there were continuous armed 
clashes between the traders of different - or even of the same - countries. The Dutch- 
*•?« '* fcud * for ^mple, ranged from the East Indies (Amboyna, 1623) to the northern 
wha mg grounds, where in 16,4 four Dutch warships overcame the thirteen armed 
whalers of the Russian Company. In the same region fights between the crews of different 
English ships w- not infrequent’. - Scott, n, pp. 54, 72-4. 

3. op. tit., p', >. 70-S7 4. op. cit., 11, p. 37. 

v op. at., ... -p y6- 8 i. The voyages were not merely intended to discover a North- 

West passage; Frobisher believed that he had discovered gold. 
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sanctioned privateering and, perhaps, a slight increase in scepticism con- 
cerning new El Dorados, removed the temptations that accounted o 
the failure of Raleigh’s ventures in the previous reign. As Ctinningham 
pointed out, ‘Religious motives had much to do in shaping the characte 

of particular settlements, but the main im P u ^ ‘tithe w ° rk ° Skin" 
tion was economic. The plantations offered a field for die P rofitable 
vestment of capital.’' The Virginia Company obameda royalchaner 

i nI 6o6 whUst the allied Somers Islands Company (1612), a£ter tou " d 

i ne its fortunes on ambergris and pearls, continued to thrive on tobacco 

affer the older company had been wound up and Virginia taken under 

1 : n And various companies attempted to colonize 

other'parts of the Nordi American mainland, Nova Scoua, and some 
of the West India Islands. 

There is no need to stress the psychological effect of maritime enter¬ 
prise in the age ***%*£»£ "‘all thU 

St ^edible Tfade and 

- ■ h ' ££-LZl .El” 

portance of the large me change estate with 

tlon Of England, and remarked ^ by a muma. conversion of the 
gendemen as gentlemen j* J ^ members o£ *«. Russian 

one into the other. T . v rich an d got great 

Company in the sixteen-twenties that y & 1 ^ rio d. The 
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1. Cunningham, n, P» 34 2 - „ decided that the title should be the Somers 

2. Or Bermuda Company, It was evenn y' ^ in pU nning allusion to the 

Islands, partly in commemoration of * ^ m Qthcr advertising devices of the 

temperate climate’ (Scott, H, P- )• 

period, p. 180, below. 

Lau Tudor and Early Stuart Gcorgraphy, L . 

5. John Wheeler, op. at., T.m4 P->jg- ^ FumW | fStoltifoe’s EngUnd ). 

6. Description of England (> 577 ). 8) tqua lled those ofAhe nobility, 

p. .3, (1586 addition). Thenfeasts, (p. 4 q 

7. Quoted by Scott, n, p. 66 . /( 0 * .s 
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was ‘the chiefest and richest of all other [trades] and of greater extent 
and importance than all the rest’, 1 and it is signiiicant that by this dme 
the conception of the ‘mere merchant’, as opposed to the retail trader, 
had taken shape. Before this date, the Merchant Adventurers’ Company 
had decreed ‘that no brother thereof should occupy over the sea and at 
home by retail at one time, but using the one he should leave the other’, 2 
and regulations had become increasingly strict. ‘Towards the end of 
the sixteenth and at the beginning of the seventeenth century, the separa¬ 
tion of retail from wholesale, local from foreign trade can be taken as 
generally recognized.’ 3 As one of the lawyers in Wilson’s Discourse 
upon Usury remarked: 

Touching retailers at home. ... I place them in a lower degree, as not 
worthy the name of merchants. . . . Whereas the merchant adventurer is 
and may be taken for a lord’s fellow in dignity, as well as for his hardy 
adventuring upon the seas, to carry out our plenty, as for his royal and 
noble wholesales, that he makes to divers men upon his return, when he 
bringeth in our want. 4 

The class divisions that we know were clearly taking shape. 

But others besides merchants shared in the commercial profits. The 
formation of joint-stock companies provided an opportunity for anyone 
with capital to invest, and from 1600 the sale of shares became increas¬ 
ingly common. 5 The privateering, discovery, and plantation companies 
were largely composed of courtiers and noblemen. Elizabeth herself in¬ 
vested in Drake’s syndicate, and adventured a ship in Frobisher’s second 
voyage. 6 The subscribers to Frobisher’s expeditions included Burghley, 
Howard, the Earls of Warwick, Leicester, and Sussex, Walsingham, 
Philip Sidney, the Countess of Pembroke, and Edward Dyer, as well as 
Sir Thomas Gresham and the merchant Michael Lok. 7 In the following 
reign Shakespeare’s Errl of Southampton became treasurer of the Vir¬ 
ginia Company; and he was one of the principal shareholders in the 
Somers Islands Company, which included the Countess of Bedford, the 
Earl of Pembroke, Sir Robert Mansfield, Lord Cavendish (the Earl of 

1. Sir Edwin Sandys -,1604), quoted by Scott, 1, p. 120. 2. T. and P., 11, p. 53. 

3. Heckschcr, Merccitiinm, 1, pp. 377-9. There were, of course, many exceptions to 
the general rule. 4- Ed. Tawncy, p. 203 (quoted by Heckscher, loc. cit.). 

5. Scott 1.,p. 161. 6 ibid., 1, pp. 75, 80. 

7. Ralph M. S - % A the Court of Queen Elizabeth. The Life and Lyrics of Sir 

Eduard Dyer , p. 41. 
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1. Scott, ii, pp. 263-4, 272, 290. adventurer in the Canada Company. 

2 ibid. 11, pp. 318-20. Alexander was a so Viscount Sayc and Sele, 

3. e!g. Sir Nathaniel Rich, Lord Hol.and Lord B ooks, 1 Q R Stirling Taylor, 

the secretary being lohn Pym - Scott, n, PP- 3-7 37 

Oliver Cromwell , pp. 124 - 5 - investments of James I and Charles 

4. Scott, i, pp- 3 °. 7 °;"» p- 84 ‘ \ , 
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the four* Earl of Pembroke were *' ^pert was Governor of the ‘Royal Adventurers 
pp. 369-7*- After the Restoration Prince ‘company (in the latter he was succeeded by 
SLaMc.* as well as of the Hudson s horn ^ child (I 68 .) on the 

James, Duke of York). Compare die ^ gcn tlemen and merchants for trade 

advantages of ‘a mixed assembly of noblemen, g 

Scott, 1, p. 444 - 
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companies managed to approach the 4,700 per cent dividend paid by 
Drake’s syndicate in 1580, but in the following year a Persian expedition 
of the Russian Company that paid a mere 106 per cent (on three years) 
was considered a failure, since previous expeditions had probably yielded 
as much as 300 per cent or 400 per cent, whilst the African trade had 
certainly made very large profits indeed. Several of the early voyages of 
the East India Company made a division of over 300 per cent, and about 
the same time the Russian Company paid 90 per cent annually for two 
years (1611 and 1612). 1 

The returns thus made help to account for the spread of luxury that 
was so often commented on by contemporaries, 2 and at the same time 
they provided capital for further investment. But if they had been 
merely a factor in a general advance of material civilization there would 
have been less need to mention them here. Two other considerations help 
to bring out the significance of these large commercial profits. In the first 
place, investments of the kind described were highly speculative. The 
most obvious example is provided by the privateering companies, of 
which Scott remarks that they ‘demanded a peculiar temperament in 
die investor, in so far as he must undergo very great risks in the hope of 
commensurate gains.’ 3 But that temperament was far from being ‘pecu¬ 
liar’, though it was certainly fostered by the buccaneering syndicates. 
Apart from the industrial schemes to which the Fitzdottrels of the age 
succumbed, the Frobisher expedition was not the only tempting project 
that failed to pay a penny to its investors. Raleigh’s last voyage is a con¬ 
spicuous example, whilst an earlier Guiana Company literally ‘promised 
gold mountains’, and ‘filled the minds of (the) company so full of vain 
expectations and golden hopes, that their insatiable and covetous minds, 
being wholly set thereon, could not be satisfied with anything but only 
gold’, 1 so that \v at might have been a profitable trade was neglected. 


1. Russian Company: Scott, t, p. 70; ti, p. 44-5, S 3 - African Companies: ibid., t, 
pp. 22-3; 11, pp. 4-5. East India Company: ibid., 11, pp. 123-5. A summary of joint- 
stock profits is given by Scoct, ibid., 1, 446-7. 

2. Sec below, pp. .02-5. 3. Scott, I, p. 444- 

4. A Relation of a V.^age to Guiana, by Robert Harcourt, 1613, quoted by Scott, il, 

P- 323 - 

Promise gold mountains, and the covetous 
Arc still most prodigal. 

(Jonson, The Devil is an Ass (1616), 1, iii) 
A good account < f the gold fever of the later seventies is given by Sargent At the Court 
of Queen t.iz •b-’ih, ^hap. iv. 
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And even in trade, as the records of the joint-stock companies show 
there were, inevitably, very considerable fluctuations. As Scott puts it, 

- sudden 
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contained ‘all kind of good discipline, instruction and rules to bring up 
youth in and to keep them in order.’ 1 

From an economic point of view (says Dr Heckscher), the meticulous 
regulation of the lives of the merchants, their agents and apprentices is ot 
minor importance, but it throws light on the spirit of the system and 
expresses the striving after a supra-personal organization, embracing the 
whole individuality of its members. The members were never described 
as anything but ‘brethren’, their wives were ‘sisters’; the ‘brethren’ were 
to go together to church, to assist at weddings and burials. A whole chapter 
in the by-laws of the Merchant Adventurers is given up to punishments for 
indecent language, quarrels between brethren, fighting, drunkenness, card¬ 
playing, immorality, keeping of hunting dogs and so. . . . Apprentices were 
the children of the large family and were treated as such. 2 

Medieval elements were naturally more conspicuous in the regulated 
companies than in the joint-stock associations, but even they took over 
something from the past. The East India Company, for example, levied 
an admission fee from new members, and favoured apprentices, the 
sons of members and employees above ‘all others’ who wished to be¬ 
come ‘freemen’ of the Company. 

Equally typical was an early order issued by the East India Company to 
its agents. They were to collect their whole ‘family’, i.e. their whole staff, 
for morning and evening prayers. The expression ‘mingled business with 
piety’ . . . neatly characterizes the medieval heritage which English mer¬ 
chants preserved more carefully than did the merchants of other countries, 
and which was later imbued with new life, first by puritanism and then 
by the evangelical movement. Even the East India Company’s rules for the 
good behaviour of its members at meetings were entirely in the spirit of the 
gilds and are reminiscent rather of the treatment of classes of school 
children. 3 

Other joint-stock companies showed some of the same characteristics, 
and there were various minor provisions for dinners, processions, and 
mutual help which remind us of the gilds. 4 But although the discipline 

1. Whcclct op. cir.; T. and P., m, pp. 28s and 303. 

2. Heckschcr. A antilism, 1, pp. 379-81. Cf. pp. 374-5, ibid. 

3. Hcckscher, Mercantilism, 1, pp. 397-8. The instructions for the first voyage of the 
Company were not purely of a business nature. Detailed regulations were laid down for 
the preservation of health on the expedition anti for the performance of religious duties: 
“for that religious government doth best bind men to perform their duties” ’ (Upson, 11, 
p. 2-2). This is naive, but the obvious Marxist retort would be, 1 think, beside the point. 

4. Scott, 1, pp. 4-5, 10. 
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of the regulated companies may have ‘helped to form ^e h.gh personal 
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1. Cunningham, ii, p-220. ... n 6 i 6 -i 7 L P- 20. 

2. Acts of the Prw y C ° unal ^T e J e : 5 ?r [ ]ect and the Cloth Trade, p. 12. 

3. Astrid Friis, Alderman Cockayne s project 

4. ibid., pp. 1-3. 
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undved and undressed, the woollen industry could not fit into the gild 
framework. What happened, of course, was that cloth manufacture 
developed as a ‘domestic’ industry, largely outside the towns, the 
various processes being held together by the capitalist clothier. 

The average clothier bought his wool from the staplers or other wool 
merchants, giving it out successively to the carders, spinners, weavers, 
fullers, and sometimes to the dyers, rowers, and shearers. These worked 
in their own homes, almost always with their own tools, and were paid by 
the clothiers as piece-workers. 1 

By the time of Henry VIII the wealthy clothiers were of considerable 
social importance. John Winchcombe - Deloney’s Jack of Newbury - 
stands as a symbol of many others, and, although we need not accept 
Deloney’s figures, there is no doubt of the amount of labour that they 
controlled. 2 Under the impetus of rising prices and an expanding market 
(woollen goods formed the principal export of the great trading com¬ 
panies) the cloth industry developed rapidly. ‘At the beginning of the 
seventeenth century the cloth exports of London alone, which were 
about 130,000 cloths annually, exceeded the average exported from the 
whole of England during the last years of the reign of Henry VIII.’ 3 In 
Yorkshire, and elsewhere, the small masters might hold their own, but 
the dominant figure was plainly the clothier who, in the seventeenth 


1. ibid., p. 23. 

2. Within one room being large and long, 

There stood two hundred Looms full strong: 
Two hundred men the truth is so, 

Wrought in these Looms all in a row. 

By every one a pretty boy, 

Sate making quills with mickle joy; 

And in another place hard by, 

An hundred women merrily 

Were carding hard with jovfull cheer. 

Who singing sate with voices clear. 

And in a chamber close beside, 

Two hundred maidens did abide. . . . 

These pretty maids did never lin, 


But in that place all day did spin. . . . 

In addition there were 150 children picking wool, fifty shearmen, eighty rowers, forty 
dyers, and twenty fullers - Deloney, ]ac\e of Newberie, Worlds , cd. F. O. Mann, 
pp. 20-1. A letter printed in T. and P., 1, p. 176, states that the Oxfordshire clothier 
‘setteth in occupation daily 500 of the king's subjects of all sorts, and if he might have 
carding and spinning he will set many more in work than he doth' (1538). 

3. Friis, op. cit., p. 61. 
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century, might employ as many as a thousand persons,' and whose 
capital could bridge the time that must elapse between the buying of dte 
wool and the selling of the cloth to drapers and merchants - often on 

b Aparffmm the fact that the domestic system of textile manufacture 
was incompatible with the gild orgamzation of the towns, the stxteenth- 
century woollen industry has a further representative significance in its 
complexity, the opportunities that it offered to enterprise, and the 
fluctuations in the amount of employment that it provided. 

In the first place, the extraordinarily difficult process of readjustmen 
to new industrial conditions is hidden by the simple phrase the domestic 
svstem’' the reality was not simple. To start with there were ertam 
J , | distinctions In the western countries the majority of those 

and sold the yarn wnhou^worknig^ ^ ^ employed 

combers (mainly in East A g ) tQ conve rt it into thread, 

journeymen combers to com it an p master dressers who 

'and then sold the yarn to the master weavers and - ^ 

employed cloth-finishers in their own workshop. The do 
over, might not be merely an entrepreneur, he might po-e^ * Jf 

(more especially for the later processe ), .. j j s 0 f re l a tion- 

an exporter. Further complications in thrs comphca" redlt in the 

ships are revealed when we consider the p P y deduced many 
industry; it was largely the necessity or dependence 

originally independent workers to a condition of indirect p 

on capital’. 8 , r < Cj. st i n which a mere 

Secondly, the woollen industry was one of dre fust ^ 


2. ibid., p. 69 fl. 
5. ibid., p. 13 ( no * e 4 ) 


3. ibid., p. Hi. 
6. ibid., pp. 53 “ 4 - 


1. Lipson, 11, pp. 7 > I 7 _l8 - 
4. ibid., pp. 13 (note 4), 45 - 

7. ibid., p. 54 - dit in ^ woollen industry see Lipson, n, pp- 3 - 

8 . The phrase is Sombart s. For crcou 

22, 79 - 
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combination of capital and general business ability, without a special 
technical training, was sufficient to secure success. The clothiers 

were recruited from nearly all classes of society. . . . We hear of people 
entering upon this occupation late in life, even of a lawyer turned clothier. 
Sometimes landowners who possessed sheep farms turned clothiers in order 
to work their own wool. A few merchants may also have invested capital 
in the manufacture of cloth. . . . Many, however, sprung from the lower 
classes. Some were originally dealers in wool, others shearers or cloth 
finishers, and very often men of very poor origin ended their lives as 
wealthy clothiers . 1 

Here was a career open to talents that would not find much scope in a 
purely local trade. 

Finally, the organization of the industry on a national scale helped to 
destroy the comparative stability of the local market, and made the lives 
of individual workmen increasingly dependent upon nation-wide fluc¬ 
tuations of trade. When trade was slack the clothier gave out less work, 
and one of the most constant preoccupations of the Privy Council in the 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries was how to induce the clothiers 
- ‘on whose prosperity, and ability to give work to the poor, depended 
the social tranquillity of England’ 2 - to maintain production in times of 
depression. Any large dislocation in the clothing-exporting trade - such 
as was caused, for example, by the war with Spain from 1588 onwards, 
the expulsion of the Merchant Adventurers from Germany in 1597, or 
Dutch competition in the reign of James I - reacted immediately on 
the clothiers and those whom they employed. 3 But contemporary opinion 
that fluctuations were due to the machinations of middlemen had, no 
doubt, some foundation in fact, 4 and uncertainty of employment was 
made inevitable by he nature of ‘the domestic system’. ‘There were 
always times in the ,ear when manv weavers were out of work, and 
probably no clothier could keep his men fully occupied the whole year 
round.’ '’ The general situation in the sixteenth century is well described 
by Dr Robertson: 

x. Friis, op. cit., pp. 5. Cf. Lipson, 11, pp. 14-17. 

2. Friis, op. cit., p. :. 3. Scott, 1, pp. 97, 100, 168. 

4 An Act of 15 irectcd against the yarn jobbers (‘Drones, idle members, and evil 
weeds in a common.-, dth ) reflects popular opinion on the subject - T. and P., 1, 
PP- 3/Vb. The nccessar; function of the middleman is described by Lipson, n, 
pp. 21-2. 

5. Lipson, 11, . . 64. 
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Profits increased, but labour discontent and the growth of the ‘class war’ 
was violently stimulated, especially in the woollen industry, where the n 
of ‘clothierism’ had greatly enhanced the speculative nature of productio , 
and where so much depended on the freedom of the Continental mar_ e 
from war disturbances and on the course of the foreign Ranges. . The 
most cursory glance through the special legislation for the cloth industry 
Td the records of the deahngs of the Privy Council with the clothiers and 

s'x'di, ■■ ““’rihtn;: 

place of the individual in society . 1 

Almost all the industries that were considerably developed or that 

.»d - *7* “i 

national market. The history of the London , C T n P “ hoi far the older 
century and the first half of the seventeenth shows how far the 

industries were subject to a paralleldeve : f ; ulist industry 

It cannot be insisted too strongly that he r.seot economic 

was not a simple transition from one c y . set 0 f processes 

organization to another, or the mere su P er J es ^ definitions 

by another set. It is not only in the clothing mdu “[ ° kxity . jin- 

of ‘capitalist’ and ‘semi-capitalist cover an un^ instructive example, 
mining in Cornwall and Devon provi cs A but a ] ar ge 

There were capitalists in the industry in the ® in ’ crs 7 By the 

quantity of tin continued to be extracte y werc i ar gely ex¬ 
end of the sixteenth century the surface supplies required 

hausted. Deeper mining involved the use of pumps, and pump q 

, Robertson, ^ o, * 0/ ^ 

2. Lipson, 11, p. 170. 
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a capital outlay. Tin, moreover, could only be sold twice a year, and the 
tinnerswerein constant need of advances from the tin merchants, whose 

‘hard dealing’ is described by Richard Carew: 

When anv Western Gent, or person of accompt, wanteth money to defray 
hife— “don, he reLteth to one of the Tin Merchants of hts 

acquaintance, to borrow some; but they shall as soon wrest the clu 
of^Hercules’ fist as one penny out of their fingers, unless they give bon 
for^cvery twenty pound so taken in loan, to deliver a thousand pound 
weight of tin at the next coinage, which shall be within two or three months 
or ft farthest within half a year after. At which time the price of every 
thousand will not fail to be at least twenty three, perhaps twenty five pou d. 
yea, and after promise made, the party must be driven (w th some indig 
nity) to make three or four errands to his house, ere he shall get the mon y 
delivered. In this sort, some one Merchant will have five hundred pound out 
beforehand, reaping thereby a double commodity both of ««ssive S 
for his loan, and of assurance to be served with tin for his money. This th y 
sav is no Usury, forsooth, because the price of tin is not certainly known 

beforehand_But if to take above fifty in the hundred be extremity, 

whatsoever name you list to give it, this in truth can be none other than 

cutthroat and abominable dealing. 


Tin-mining was, therefore, indirectly controlled by the capitalist tin 
merchants even before the latter took direct control, working their own 
mines and managing their own smelting-houses (or leasing them to 
poor smelters), as they tended to do in the seventeenth century . 2 Here, 


i Richard Carew, The Survey of Cornwall (1602), p. 14 v. ff. (quoted in T. and 1, 
n 280 ff.). The local owners of tin works treated the labouring tinners in much the same 
wav on a smaller scale, and a further passage from Carew, illustrating the nature of petty 
usury, is worth quoting: 'To these hungry flies [the owners of an works] the poor 
labouring tinner resorteth, desiring some money before the time of h.s pay at the 
deliverance: the other puts him of? at first, answering he hath none to spare: in the cn , 
when the poor man is driven through necessity to renew his suit, he falls to questioning, 
what he will do with the money. Saith the tinner, I will buy bread and meat for my sell 
and mv household, and shoes, hosen, petticoats and such like stuff for my wife and 
children. Suddenly herein, this owner becomes a petty chapman: I will serve thee, sai 
he • he delivers him so much ware as shall amount to forty shillings, in which he cuts him 
half in half for the price, and four nobles of money, for which the poor wretch is bound 
in Darby's bonds, to deliver him two hundredweight of tin at the next Coinage, which 
may then be worth five pound or four at the very least. And as mischief still creeps 
onward, this extreme dealing of the London merchant and country chapman in white 
tin is imitated (or rather exceeded) by the wealthier sort of tinners themselves in the 

black.’ . . 

2. Herman Levy, Monopolies, Cartels and Trusts in British Industry, p. 8. 
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as in the woollen industry, we find the same gradual encroachment of 
capitalist control, the same opportunities for the business man and entre¬ 
preneur, and, in the lower ranges of the industry, a similar loss of inde¬ 
pendence through the necessity for credit or loans. 

Whichever of the larger industries we select in this period we find 
developments that until quite recently were regarded as peculiar to the 
late eighteeenth and early nineteenth centuries. The earliest examples of 
industrial joint-stock companies were provided by the associated in¬ 
dustries of copper-mining and brass-making. The Society of the Mines 
Royal, to mine copper, and the Mineral and Battery Works to mine zinc 
ore (calamine), make brass, and draw wire, were formed early in the 
reign of Elizabeth, and incorporated in 1568. In the latter, as in the iron 
industry at a somewhat later date, there was a high degree of industrial 
‘integration’. The company ‘owned “calamine mines” in Somersetshire. 
Thence the ore was conveyed to Nottingham or London (the company 
had brass factories at both places), copper was purchased from the Mines 
Royal society, and brass was made. In Monmouthshire the company was 
possessed of iron mines, whence it obtained ore to make Osmond iron , 
which was drawn into wire. Finally, the wire (whether of iron or brass) 
was used in the manufacture of wool cards.’ 1 Moreover the two com¬ 
panies were closely associated, several persons owning s ares in o , 
although they were not formally united until after the Restoration, and 
since the right of ‘mines royal’ was involved, and the state was inv¬ 
ested in the manufacture of brass for cannon, each enjoye a monop 
Even in the reign of Elizabeth the two industries toget cr ^ ere e 
mated to maintain over 10,000 persons; 3 but it was not mere y 1 
amount of labour employed that they marked an important s ep * 
development away from the medieval economy- Eac provi e an p 
tunity for the investment of capital in industry, althoug at rst ‘ jv 
proportion of the capital (as well as the mining skill) was P r( J u . 
Germans. 4 In this way courtiers and noblemen such as eci, 
Pembroke, and Mountjoy obtained an interest in industry. . . 

In the iron industry, ‘The discovery of a process y w ic co * . 
be employed in smelting iron ore engaged the attention o invcn 

*• f OU - '> P- 40- 2. ibid., p. 4>- 

418. 

5- Scott, 1, p. 56; 11, pp. 395, 415. 
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two centuries; and it serves as a fresh reminder that the “Industrial 
Revolution” was only the culmination of a long series of industrial ex¬ 
periments in which the initial stages were necessarily the slowest and 
most arduous.’ 1 The career of Dud Dudley in the early seventeenth 
century would not seem out of place a hundred and fifty years later. 
Although in the seventeenth century there were still groups of ‘free 
miners’ and small independent, or semi-independent, manufacturers of 
metal wares, 2 the greater part of the iron industry was organized on a 
capitalist basis. ‘The foundry and the forge were capitalist undertakings 
in which the raw material and the forge were owned, and the product 
marketed, by an entrepreneur; while capital was also invested in extract¬ 
ing the mineral as well as in the conversion of the metal into finished 
products. 3 That there was money to be made in the industry is shown 
by Thomas Foley, ‘who in the early seventeenth century “from almost 
nothing did get about five thousand pounds per annum or more by iron 

works , and endowed a hospital with an estate worth six hundred 
pounds a year.’ 4 

Coal-mining, which in the seventeenth century was commonly ranked 
next to the woollen industry in importance, showed even more striking 
signs of being economically ‘advanced’. Not only did the sinking and, 
more especially, the draining, of the deep pits that became necessary 
towards the end of the sixteenth century, involve a large capital ouday, 5 
but the industry demanded a temperament in the capitalist similar to that 
of the investors in the more obviously risky joint-stock ventures. ‘Coal¬ 
mining was of necessity a speculative industry, since it was impossible to 
forecast even approximately the risks and expenses involved; and as a 
field for the investment of capital it attracted those who were prepared 
to run a great hazard in the hope of substantial returns.’ 6 If many lost 
their money some made very considerable fortunes - as did Sutton, the 
master of the ordnance at Berwick, who in ten years (1570-80) was 
said to have made fifty thousand pounds out of coal-mining. 7 The larger 
coal-owners, however, did their best to eliminate uncertainty by typically 


and of'these* twenty Ihrccw^'T T° ^°' ‘° 3 ^ for Mentions were issued, 

r*c Cs OVcns ’ smc,,ing ' -*•«• W-: 

t E* * p p p p : 3: S: 

- 22E, <->>■ - “■ 




THE DEVELOPMENT OF CAPITALIST ENTERPRISE 

i .Si i” j. = j-; 

devices of a controlled market: restriction of membership, hmtu on o 
. i • c ’ 1 In rhe pnrlv seventeenth century tne 

binations that were formed might head a group °^P d d 

their members, so that the trade was no, capi al cha gl and 

they supervised the quality of P™ ductlon ’ ^ “ P ‘were held by 
wages had alike increased, and that of the shares were ^ J 

widows and orphans. 5 The common opini , 

richer inhabitants of 

their moderate gain with some respe m the hurt of other her 

practice seek to increase and augment their gain, to the hurt 
Majesty's subjects especially those of the poorer sort. 

All that a rapid survey of this kind candcjs to indicate the^nt 

ducted on a large scale for a national, o even^ ^ undert akings. 

and sufficient capital was ^ ubtion was involved, large returns 
Although a large element of specu action w ^ m o tive ’ W as the 

were made by successful ven , 

, . x. ibid., p- > 3 2> 

f, 2. ibid., p. 135 - 3 

I. Lipson, 11, p. i 2 o- 

;; “rJ^ the London Complain, against Newcastle' (l 5 , 5 ). T. and P., L PP' 

^Wint of the Lotd Mayor of Undo. against die Newcasde Coa, Monopoly 
(1590), T. and P., I, pp- 267 Ji- 


D.S.J.-3 


65 



THE AGE OF JONSON 

dominant factor in industrial expansion. 1 At the same time there was 
increasing scope for new forms of enterprise, in company formation and 
the general organization of industry by the entrepreneur, whilst the 
middleman had risen above his despised status of the Middle Ages to 
become an indispensable link in the national economy. There were, 
moreover, constant calls upon the inventive skill of the technician, and 
from the time of Burghley the state encouraged the introduction of new 
processes in the manufacture of articles and commodities of common 
US e - paper, starch, sugar, soap, salt, glass, silks, felt, cloth, metal goods, 

and so on. 

There was, of course, another side to industrial progress. Just as com¬ 
mercial expansion tended to increase the distance between the poor and 
the rich, so the rise of wealthy captains of industry implied a correspond¬ 
ing loss of scope and status, if not of actual earning capacity, for the 
manual worker. Even in the capitalist industries the small working 
masters did not completely disappear until the Industrial Revolution, but 
by the seventeenth century very many had become hired workers or had 
become dependent upon the capital of the large undertakers. In the lower 
ranges there was uncertainty and frequent unemployment, due largely 
to the reaction of trade depressions upon industry, and ‘the divorce of 
the artisan from the soil’, and the creation of an industrial proletariat 
dates from the sixteenth century. Finally we have to notice that capitalist 
industry, with its dependence upon money power, increased the national 
importance of credit and usury. 

What one has to realize is that these developments, so obviously 
‘modern’, existed in a setting that was still ‘medieval’ or, at least, ‘tradi¬ 
tional’. It was the coexistence of such fundamentally opposed kinds of 
economic organization, even within a single industry, that raised a mass 
of new problems, often only dimly understood. For contemporaries these 
all tended to be subsumed into one major problem - the problem of the 
monopolies; but that is something that demands separate treatment. 


i. At the end of the sixteenth century London was badly in need of a proper water 
supply, but when one, Morice, wished to pump water at London Bridge, he was forced 
to establish the enterprise at his own cost, ‘since it was noted in 1593 that “no great man 
or magistrate would open his purse to help him, the invention not being considered 
‘sensible Scott, 111, p. 11. It is more likely that potential investors were not in¬ 
terested in •'ect that did not promise large returns; there was no difficulty in finding 
capital for le most hair-brained schemes if the undertakers could hold out hopes of 
sufficient profit. 
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checks and guided only by the desire for profit. Finally, a monopoly that 
could be justified on many grounds whilst trade was comparatively static, 
would inevitably become oppressive as soon as trade began to expand. 

The variety of practices that ‘the monopolies’ of the Elizabethan- 
Jacobean period were meant to serve is brought out by Unwin: 

The monopolies were, in fact, a crude device for solving at one stroke a 
great many political, social, and economic problems which are not yet 
solved, and which could only be put on the way towards solution by being 
carefully separated from each other and dealt with each on its own merits. 
They were not only to provide the king with money, but also to furnish 
salaries, pensions, and rewards to his friends and servants; whilst at the 
same time they were to encourage native industries, to check the evils of 
‘dumping’, to protect the small manufacturer from the domination of the 
capitalist, and to guarantee to the consumer a supply of sound and service¬ 
able commodities at reasonable rates. 1 

The patentees and monopolists undertook - for a consideration - to 
perform the functions now entrusted to the Home Office, the Board of 
Trade, the departments of Customs and Inland Revenue. They devised and 
collected a great variety of new indirect taxation, they inspected and 
penalized trade abuses, they sold dispensations from impracticable laws, 
and licensed forbidden pleasures. 2 

As these quotations indicate, the monopolies were of four main kinds. 
The first group consisted of patents delegating various fiscal rights of the 
Crown — the collection of indirect taxes on certain goods, or the collec¬ 
tion of fines and forfeitures. 3 Secondly, there were licences permitting 
the patentees to relax statute laws that could not be generally applied. 4 
Other patents gave powers of supervision over trades and industries; thus 
Raleigh had the right to issue tavern licences, and the Duke of Lennox 
that of supervising and sealing New Draperies. 5 But it was the fourth 


1. Unwin, Gilds , pp. 293-4. 

2. Unwin. ‘Commerce and Coinage’, Shakespeare’s England, i, p. 335. 

3. e.g. Raleigh's patent ‘Of Tonnage and Poundage for Wines’, under Elizabeth; the 
grant to Lord Danvers (for a fixed sum) of fines and forfeitures above / 2 ,8oo a year ‘the 
Green Wax’ (Sir Roger Aston), and ‘jurors’ (Sir Henry Bronker) patents under James I. 
On the last three see Scott, I, pp. 131, 138. 

4 The grants to the Merchant Adventurers, and various individuals, to export un¬ 
finished cloth (Upson, hi p. 376); the tanning patent, and the patent for gig-mills, the 
licence tc. mas Cornwallis ‘to keep unlawful games*. 

5. Scott, 1, pp. 138, 1 73 ; Upson, m, p. 354; Price, The English Patents of Monopoly, 
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group - the industrial monopolies - that was of greatest economic 

lm Cs n generally recognized that not only had an inventor the right to 
exclusive use of his invention for a period of years but that it was the 
duty of the state to foster young industries particularly those: that were 
of national importance. Most of Elizabeth's industrial patents - for 
mining saltpette, glass, alum, and steel - could be justified on these 
grounds. Plainly, however, the invention of a new procea «>uld be 
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possible. In the absence of an organized Civil Service it might well 
appear that a patent was the only means of securing some control over 
an expanding industry; and even the sale of monopolies by Charles I for 
fiscal reasons has to be remembered together with its painstaking super¬ 
vision of industry on the one hand, 1 and the chronic financial embarrass¬ 
ments that resulted from attempting to meet the needs of a modern state 
with an antiquated system of finance, on the other. But the creation of 
monopolies might result from other inducements - the pressure of needy 
courtiers and projectors. 

Much of the work now undertaken by the diplomatic corps and civil 
service was performed without salary by members of the Tudor aris¬ 
tocracy. Many of them had been paid in advance by the grants of 
monastic land that Henry VIII made to their fathers, but the expenses of 
an ambassadorship abroad, or even of organizing work at home, were 
heavy, and Elizabeth’s servants inevitably looked to her for perquisites. 
There was not anything necessarily dishonourable in this. A decent 
example is provided by Sir Edward Dyer, who spent his life doing mis¬ 
cellaneous governmental work which left him - like Sidney, Walsing- 
ham, Hatton, and half the great Elizabethans - constandy in debt. His 
rewards included the stewardship of Woodstock, an unprofitable patent 
to search out lands concealed from the Crown, and (1576), a ‘Licence to 
pardon and dispense with tanning of leather contrary to the statute of 
5 Eliz., and to license any man to be a tanner.’ Concerning the tanning 
patent his biographer remarks: ‘Neither Edward Dyer nor his fellow 
courtiers questioned the social justice of a system which allowed these 
monopolistic grants to private persons. To them, the operation of such a 
patent offered simply a fitting and proper means for maintaining the 
living expenses of men of their class.’ 2 

But patents of this kind were not merely a reward for services ren¬ 
dered. As Sir Egerton Brydges remarked, ‘The reign of Queen Eliza- 


1. Even Unwin who believed in laissez-faire, admitted that 'there was a real bond of 
interest between the Stuarts and the bodies of small master craftsmen who constituted the 
working class of the seventeenth century' (Gilds, p. 329). The records of the Privy 
Council during the period when Charles governed without a Parliament leave no doubt 
as to the sincere desire of the King or of his ministers to promote the interests of the 
working .lasses (Industrial Organization, p. 143). Charles regularly attended the 

Sr 1 T t,ng . S a - ,he c PriVy C ° unci1 ’ Which S P ent a large part of its time in con¬ 
sidering industrial affairs. See Price, op. cit., pp. 40-3. 
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large. 1 With the evidence that is available, one has to accept the severe 
verdict that has been passed on these, ‘the tided directors and company 
promoters of that age’: 2 

In the hands of the corrupt courtiers the system of monopolies, designed 
originally to foster new arts, became degraded into a system of plunder. 
Projects of all sorts found advocates and, for a considerable time at least, 
there was no adequate machinery for investigation into the expediency of 
suits. The great majority of courtiers holding these privileges acted in the 
boldest spirit of exploitation. Having no acquaintance with the arts over 
which they were set, the only mission that they recognized was that of 
helping themselves in a mercenary and extortionate manner. 3 

The courtiers, however, were rarely the initiators of the industrial 
projects for which monopoly rights were sought, and it is the projector 
himself who deserves most attention. 

In 1637 John Smyth, steward of the Berkeley estates, was involved in 
a lawsuit concerning land reclaimed from the Severn. The case was 
likely to form an important precedent, and Smyth tells us that ‘to the 
hearing came a number of projectors, as they ignominiously by as many 
of better condition then also present, were styled: of whom I have not 
since heard, nor hope that hereafter I shall.’ 4 The remark suggests that 
even at that date ‘projector’ was still regarded as a new word; but it 

1. In the reign of James I, Sir Thomas Bartlett, carvcr-in-ordinary to the Queen, 
attempted to obtain a monopoly for the Pinmakcrs’ Company; he offered £4,000 to Sir 
Ralph Win wood if he would use his influence on their behalf, and spent £8,000 in buying 
out another courtier interested in the business — Unwin, Industrial Organization , pp. 
164-8. In 1615 the Earl of Montgomery and Sir Robert Mansell were admitted into the 
partnership that had secured the glass monopoly. 'It is doubtful if they paid anything; 
their influence at Court being regarded as a contribution to the capital' (Scott, 1, p. 174); 
and they were associated with 'divers others of the prime lords of the Court' (Howell, 
Familiar Letters, ed. Jacobs, p. 19), who expected to make something out of the industry. 
Scott gives other instances (., pp. 175-6) which show that 'the sums payable to influential 
persons at Court by those who sought for grants, constituted a great drain on industry’. 
Heckschcr (Mercantilism , 1, p. 253) quotes one who 'wrote in 1618 with engaging frank¬ 
ness that having spent a great part of his means in soliciting and seeking after suits, he 

had at last hit upon one" in the supervision of English lead.’ The courtier, Fitton, in 
The Staple of News (1625) is 

a moth, a rascal, a court rat, 

That gnaws the commonwealth with broking suits, (iv, i) 

2. Unwin, 'Commerce and Coinage’, Shakespeare's England, i, p. 335 

3. Price op. cit., p. 17. 1 

4. John Smyth of Nibley, The Berkley Manuscripts (ed. Sir John Maclean), m, p. 346. 
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speculative wave became pathological. The bucket-shop type of speculation 
was too much in evidence. 1 

‘The essence of capitalism’ may lie in ‘rational speculation’, 2 but it took 
more than a hundred years of capitalist activity for investors to learn 
what ‘rational speculation’ was. Unfortunately there is no account of 
the more hair-brained schemes in which the Fitzdottrels of the age lost 
their money, but the satire of contemporaries affords some indication of 
the fantastic nature of innumerable projects. 3 

The projects, however, were not all ‘for supplying the realm with 
toothpicks’, and the projectors were not all Meercrafts who lived solely 
on their dupes. Some were actively engaged in organizing the major 
industries, and the only objection that can be made against these early 
captains of industry is that they aimed merely at snatching as large a 
profit as possible for themselves, and that too often they succeeded in 
ruining or retarding the industries concerned. 

A representative example is Sir Arthur Ingram, who managed the 
royal alum monopoly in the last half of the reign of James I. The son of 
a linen draper, he became a successful merchant, and then launched into 
real estate. ‘In buying estates his practice was to pay half the purchase- 
money down, then, pretending to detect some flaw in the title, he would 
compel the seller to have recourse to a chancery suit. In this way he 
ruined many.’ He lent money to James I, he became Comptroller of the 
Customs in the Port of London, a secretary to the Council of the North, 
and an M.P.; he was knighted in 1613, and he founded a hospital at 
York. 4 

In 1607 Lord Sheffield had secured a monopoly for working the York¬ 
shire alum deposits, for himself, Sir Thomas Challoner, Sir David 
Fowles, and Sir John Bourchier, who obtained the necessary capital from 
London merchants. In 1609 the projectors were bought out by the 
Crown, and after a period of complete confusion the business was taken 

1. Robertson, op. cit., p. 191. 2 . ibid., p. 46. 

3. See below, pp. 177—83, on The Devil is an Ass. The list of projects by which Sir 
Edmund Verney attempted, unsuccessfully, to solve his financial difficulties in the reign 
of Charles I is of some interest. They included a patent for ‘garbling’ tobacco, the hackney 
coach patent, a patent for scaling woollen yarn, and a lease of some reclaimed fen lands, 

and Sir Edmund considered sharing in a patent ‘for the supply of turf to be taken from 
the waste . .^es of his Majesty’s dominions for 14 years’ (Memoirs of the Verney Family 
during the Seventeenth Century, 1, pp. 68-70). 

4. D.N.B. 
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over by a group o£ which Ingram was the most prominent partner The 
history of the alum monopoly during the next ten years is one of dis¬ 
honesty and mismanagement. The partners quarrelled with each other 
and had law-suits with their agents, and as a result of the frequent com¬ 
plaints of peculation an ineffective commission of inquiry was opened in 
1616. In 16.9 Bourchier, who also had an eye on die soap monopoly 
attempted to supplant Ingram, who, he claimed, ‘had wrongfully gained 
^53,000 in seven years, had not disbursed fund, entrusted to hrm or 
die works, had not performed his covenants, and had abused h.s work 
people ’ 1 Most of the charges seem to have been true. A second com¬ 
mission was instituted and new bids and new bribes were offere ^ £ ° r J' 
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privileges were those of the would-be monopolists. 1 But popular opposi¬ 
tion ran deeper than that. ‘Nearly all the monopolists had ... promised to 
supply a better quality more cheaply. In no single case was this promise 
fulfilled.’ 2 It is difficult to say how far the rise in price of coal, soap, salt, 
copper-wire, glass, and similar articles was directly due to the mono¬ 
polies, and how far it was due to more general causes. But the abuses in 
actual administration were notorious. A speaker in the debate of 1601 
declared that the town that he represented was ‘pestered and continually 
vexed with the substitutes, or vicegerents, of these monopolitans , 3 and 
these ‘monstrous and unconscionable substitutes’ 4 were a frequent cause 
of complaint. It was said that the searchers for illegal playing cards 
under D’Arcy’s patent summoned offenders to appear at courts fifty 
miles away, so that the accused compounded with them for a money 
payment rather than lose their time. 5 A clause in the Statute of Mono¬ 
polies suggests how some of the patents had been exercised: 

And be it further enacted ... that if any person or persons ... shall be 
hindered, grieved, disturbed, or disquieted, or his or their goods or chattels 
any way seized, attached, distrained, taken, carried away, or detained by 
occasion or pretext of any monopoly . . . that . . . the same person and 
persons shall and may have his and their remedy for the same at the common 
law. 6 

The farming system that developed under the patent for licensing inns 
led the delegates and sub-delegates - who had paid for their offences - to 
issue licences indiscriminately, whilst they punished severely any who 

1. Scott, i, p. 121. Cf. ibid., p. 248 (examples of monopolists who opposed other 
people's monopolies; n, pp. 266-89 (the wranglings of rival monopolists in the Virginia 
and Somers Islands Companies). Compare Commons Journals, 1, p. 253 (quoted by Dur¬ 
ham, op. cit., p. 205): ‘There was a great concourse of Clothiers and Merchants from all 
parts, and especially of London, who were so divided as that all clothiers and all merchants 
of England complained of engrossing of trade and restraint of trade by rich merchcnts of 
London, and of the London merchants three parts joined in the same complaint of the 
fourth part, and of the fourth part some stood stiffly for their own companies yet repined 
at the other companies.’ 

2. Levy, op. cit., p. 46. 3. T. and P., 11, p. 270. 4. ibid., p. 274. 

5. Scott, 1, p. 115. 

6. 21 )ac. 1, cap. 3, section iv - Price, op cit., Appendix A. Compare the king’s 
proclamation in '603, which declared that many patents were 'of such a nature as could 
hardly be put 1.1 use without hindrance to multitudes of people, or else committed to 
inferior persons, who in the execution thereof did so exceedingly abuse the same, as they 
became intolerable' (Price, op. cit., Appendix 1). 
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a government monopoly ‘furnish interesting illustrations to anyone who 
believes in the unfitness of government to administer industrial under¬ 
takings’. 1 Rather, this and similar undertakings provide a comment on 
protected private enterprise. In a period of capitalist expansion in which 
the tradition of state regulation was not implemented by an efficient 
civil service, protection for the ‘public good’ was inevitably made to 
serve the interests of ‘private profit’. The history of the alum monopoly 
shows the characteristic features of early industrial capitalism. There was 
accumulated capital to be invested, and there was a demand for in¬ 
dustrial development; there was neither understanding of the new 
economy nor control. The situation therefore provided a fair field for 
men like Ingram, to whom Sir Lionel Cranfield wrote in 1607: ‘One rule 
I desire may be observed between you and me, which is that neither of 
us seek to advance our estates by the other’s loss, but that we may join 
together faithfully to raise our fortunes by such casualties as this stirring 
age shall afford.’ 2 Not all the projectors were dishonest; the one concern 
of Dud Dudley, for example, seems to have been to find an efficient 
method of smelting iron with coal. But the outstanding figures are the 
Ingrams, the Mompessons, the Cranfields. 

It was against this kind of monopolist, in whose hands a more or less 
considerable political power lay and who without regard for the interests of 
the thousands he injured changed the social, industrial, and fiscal condi¬ 
tions of the country and brought his dominating influence to bear on the 
most diverse fields of economic life, against the capitalist financier of large 
industrial monopolies who made himself unequivocally a dictator of national 
industry, that the anger of the people and of Parliament was chiefly directed 
in the anti-monopoly movement. 3 

note. In this section I have been concerned merely to establish the 
more significant features of the system of monopolies. A very brief 
chronological account of public policy towards the patents will provide 
a framework. 

As early as 1571 references had been made in Parliament to the abuses 
of ‘licences and promoters’, 4 and the question was raised again in 1597, 
but it was not until 1601 that the subject was thoroughly debated. Some 
forty grants were objected to, and as a result the Queen issued a procla¬ 
mation revoking the more obnoxious patents, and declaring that the 

1 Pr:cr, op. cit., p. 82. 2. Lipson, in, p. 357. 3. Levy, op. cit., p. 59. 

4. r •n, 1, p. 53. 
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THE ‘NEW MEN* 

The intensive economic activity that has been described resulted in the 
rise of a class of ‘new men’ - clothiers, financiers, merchants, entre¬ 
preneurs. These owed their power not to the possession of land, like the 
old feudal nobility, nor to political administrative talents, like the newer 
members of the Tudor aristocracy, but solely to their business ability. 
There were ‘new men’, of course, in the Middle Ages, but from the mid 
sixteenth century onwards there were far greater opportunities for a far 
greater number, and the opportunities were not merely economic; the 
nouveaux riches of the reigns of Elizabeth and James I acquired social 
and political power, and exercised a dominating influence on the course 
of English history. 

Many of these new men have already been mentioned, and short of a 
complete study (which they deserve),' there is little that can be added 
here. A brief account of a few other representatives of the class will, how¬ 
ever, serve to emphasize their importance in the period under discussion. 

One of the most enterprising was Sir Bevis Bulmer, whose career has 
recendy been the subject of a careful study. 2 In the reigns of Elizabeth 
and James I he was concerned in a variety of projects: he obtained a 
patent for ‘cutdng and making of iron into small rods’, he attempted to 
organize an elaborate lighthouse scheme, and he was one of the first to 
pump water from the Thames to supply the houses of the West of 
London; he obtained the right of levying an impost on sea coals, and he 
was willing to farm the impost on sweet wines. But the main business 
of his life was mining. He is first heard of in 1566 in connexion with 
mining affairs in Scotland, and twenty years later he was one of three 
partners in a silver mine at Combe Martin in Devonshire, which in two 
years yielded each of the partners ^20,000. He mined lead in the 

1. 'St vraiment, h chaque pbtode de I’histoire economique correspond une classe nouvelU 
de capitalists, tl y aura lieu de rechercher soigneusement quelle influence iapparition, 
dans l histoire d une societe bien connue et facile a etudier , d'une generation de “nouveaux 
riches d un type determine, a pu exercer sur iorientation genhale de cette societie , sur 
sa vie intellectuelle et morale' (L. Febvre, ‘Les Nouveaux Riches et L'Histoire\ Revue des 
Lours et Conferences, 15 juin 1922). That indeed would be an interesting study, though it 
is unlikely that sufficient material is available for the early, formative period of capitalism 
in England to do more than give the outlines of their careers. 

2. H. M. Robertson, Sir Bevis Bulmer, A Large-Scale Speculator of Elizabethan and 
Jacobean Times , Journal of Economic and Business History , iv, No. 1, Nov. 1931. All 
of my information on Bulmer is taken from this article. 
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and his general oudook, so far as it can be discovered, shows the com¬ 
bination of shrewd daring and prudence that characterizes the typical 
nineteenth-century captain of industry. His philosophy was summarized 
by his lieutenant, Atkinson: 

(i) Whosoever is a mineral man [he said] must of force be a hazard 
adventurer, not greatly esteeming whether it hit, or miss suddenly, as if 
he were a gamester playing at dice, or such unlawful games, &c.: (viz.) 
Thine or mine at all, said he. (2) If once a little be adventured in seeking 
of minerals or mineral stones, and thereby he happen to win, he must esteem 
it as nothing, said he. (3) But if he hope to win, and throw at all, so lose 
all and get nothing, yet must he think he hath got something. (4) And if a 
man find a rich vein of metal by art or accident, let him not esteem thereof, 
for it is like a man strong with a little; saith he. And if he do seek in hope 
to find, albeit thereby no profit nor principal doth come, yet must he think 
himself a rich man, and believe that he hath or shall have, that he hath 
not; and if he cannot embrace the lessons he cannot be a right mineral 
man, saith he. 1 

He was, says Dr Robertson, ‘one of those who spent their lives in the 
pursuit of great gain and introduced as much as they could of capitalistic 
industry into the land. Though not adverse to making the Crown his 
partner, he was essentially an individualist. He was one of those who 
exalted enterprise and profit, helping to erect the practical basis on which 
the theory of economic individualism rests.’ 2 

Bulmer, one feels, would have made a fortune in any age; there were 
others whose talents were more particularly suited to the times. The 
opportunities open to industrial projectors in the reign of James I have 
already been illustrated from the career of Arthur Ingram, and there 
were other fields for the exercise of business ability besides industry. Sir 
Lionel Cranfield (1575-1645), the mercer’s apprentice who became Lord 
High Treasurer and Earl of Middlesex, owed his fortune to the financial 
adroitness that he exhibited in the king’s service. Cranfield, who began 
his career in medieval fashion by marrying his master’s daughter, was a 
successful member of the Merchant Adventurers’ Company. On the 
accession of James I he -Stained notice at court, and, as the king told 
later, ‘he made so many p. ojects for my profit... was so studious for my 
profits that he obtained a variety of official appointments. He became 
Surveyor-General of the Customs, Master of the Court of Wards, Master 

1. op. cit., p. 119. 

2. op. cit., pp. 119-20. 
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Manor in Kent from Sir Thomas Sackville and much other property 
from the Earl of Leicester, so that when he died in 1591 his family was 
already established amongst the ‘gentry’. His eldest son, Sir John 
Smythe (d. 1608), was high sheriff of Kent, and father of the first 
Viscount Strangford, who was made a Knight of the Bath in 1616, ‘being 
a person of distinguished merit and opulent fortune’. 1 Thomas Smythe, 
second son of Thomas of Osterhanger, went into the city and engaged 
in overseas trade, in which he became one of the most important figures 
of the time. He was treasurer of the Virginia Company, Governor of 
the Russia Company, of the Levant Company, of the Somers Islands 
Company, and, for almost twenty years of the East India Company. 3 
‘He amassed a large fortune, a considerable part of which he devoted to 
charitable purposes and, among others, to the endowment of a free 
school at Tonbridge.’ The quiet summary of the D.N.B. hardly does 
justice to the enormous commercial power, or the social influence, of this 
merchant prince. 

In all the larger towns of England and, as will be seen, in the country, 
there were men who knew how to grasp the opportunities offered by 
rising prices, by an expanding trade and industry, though for the most 
part details of their careers are not available. Hall has collected some 
facts about an undistinguished London business man, George Stoddard, 
who flourished in the first half of Elizabeth’s reign, whose ‘usurious 
thrift’, exercised in merchandising, money-lending, and speculation in 
land, may be considered as typical of innumerable others. 3 But few of 
the men of class have left any memorial, though there is evidence enough 
of their exis'mce and of their anonymous activity. The more eminent, or 
die more not >rious, of die self-made men only differed from these in the 

1. D.N.B. 


2. Scott, 11, pp. 250; 52; 91; 106, 262; 92. In the Virginia and Somers Islands Company 
Smythe was a member of the Warwick party (Scott, 11, pp. 246-98, passim). The political 
importance of the larger shareholders is unintentionally brought out by the D.N.B., under 
Rich, Robert, Second Earl of Warwick’: ‘Warwick's colonial ventures brought him into 
constant association -h rh.e leading men of the puritan party. . . . Meanwhile, in 
domestic politics, Wa , rapidly became more prominent in opposition to the policy of 
Charles I. The revi\ die forest laws touched him closely. ... The opposition to the 

payment of ship-money in that county [ ex] was attributed to his influence_* 

3 Hall, Sonny m the Elizabethan Age, chap. iv. Hall gives some interesting examples 
ot Stoddard s usunc s transactions; there arc ‘merry bonds’ (pp. 52-3), and there is an 
instance 01 jmiaag out’ on one’s travels (pp. 53-4). Compare Puntarvolo, in Every Man 

out of h-s Aumour, who ‘dealt upon returns’. Stoddard also entangled a country gentlc- 
man \ ■ forfeited hi. estate. 
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CHAPTER THREE 


New Elements in the National Life 


The last chapter was intended to indicate the powerful economic forces 
that were at work in the sixteenth century generally, and in the Eliza- 
bethan-Jacobean period in particular. The beginnings of those economic 
changes that resulted in the creation of ‘modern England’ have their own 
interest even as an isolated study, but their main significance - it cannot 
be too often repeated - lies in their effect on the quality of individual 
lives. This, I have suggested, raises a problem that does not allow a 
simple answer, and a solution cannot even be approached direcdy. What 
I wish to do in this chapter is to group the main results of those changes 
under headings that suggest the direction which further exploration may 
take. 

Some cautions are necessary. The first is that here we are still con¬ 
cerned with generalizations and with groups of facts, that the mesh is 
still too large. ‘Facts’ are important, and any attempt to interpret the 
past must take account of more than an arbitrary selection of them; but 
even the widest collection of verified ‘facts about’ a given period stands 
in the same relation to the ideal history as a police court report stands to 
Macbeth. 

The second caution concerns the use of the word ‘new’. When we are 

dealing with large general topics - ‘the rise of the middle classes’, for 

example - we have, as far as possible, to test our evidence against that 

provided by anothe. period, lest it is only ignorance of other times that 

gives the appearance of novelty or uniqueness to the features that we 

have selected. This, in t < n, does not mean that we are to come to no 

conclusions: medieval satires on the power of money should not prevent 

us from seeing the special significance of Jonson’s ‘Lady Pecunia’. It 

merely means that me active exercise of tact, the historic sense, is of first 
importance for 'he specialist. 

Finally, \. iiscussing historical ‘movements’, we have to take care not 
to be misled bv the metaphor, with its suggestion of straightforward 
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when woollen manufacture had become the staple industry of the 
kingdom. 

Apart from rearrangements of land amongst the peasants themselves 
enclosures might take various forms. The lord of the manor might 
enclose his demesne land, or he might lease out to a farmer land taken 
from the estate. Although the former course involved some loss to the 
peasant, and the latter helped to increase the tendency towards competi¬ 
tive, instead of customary, rents, neither of these, by themselves, would 
have created a major social problem; the real damage was done by the 
enclosure of the commons and the eviction of tenants. 1 Government 
interference is a fair index of the size of the evils that had to be remedied. 
‘The first statute against depopulation was passed in 1489; an abortive 
bill was introduced into the House of Commons in 1656; and between 
the two lies a series of seven Royal Commissions, twelve Statutes, and a 
considerable number of Proclamations dealing with one aspect or another 
of the enclosing movement, as well as numerous decisions on particular 
cases by the Privy Council, the Court of Star Chamber, and the Court 
of Requests.’ 2 Most of the Tudor enclosures were made in the period 
ending with the accession of Elizabeth, and a large proportion of the 
enclosures made after that date were for the purpose of improved arable 
farming; but the problems created by the sheep farms had come to stay. 
Miss Durham remarks that the reports of the Commission appointed as 
a result of the Midlands riots in 1607 ‘show that enclosures of land for 
sheep-farming had practically ceased. Large areas of land, however, lay 
idle, and many villages were depopulated as a result of enclosure in the 
past.’ 3 

1. The form taken by eviction depended on the kind of tenure by which an individual 
tenant held his hands. See Tawney, Agrarian Problem, Part n, chap. iii. The freeholders 

were safe and, on the whole, prosperous. 2. Tawney, op. cit., p. 315- 

3. Durham, The Relations of the Crown to Trade tinder fames I, pp. 234-5- 1 ° ’597 
Burghlcy (?) noted that ‘the inconvenience is now come ad statum' (T. and P., 1, p. 88). By 
this time the view was gaining ground that enclosures allowed of more efficient arable 
farming. Sec Carew, The Surrey of Cornwall (1602), pp. 66, 66v. Smyth complains of 
excessive common waste ground, and justifies enclosures which are for ‘the general good 
of the commonwealth, both in the breed of serviceable men and subjects, and of answer¬ 
able estates and abilities’ (Berkeley Manuscripts , in, p. 328). It is important to remember 
that, although ‘the returns collected by the Royal Commissions show that in the counties 
affected most severely less than one-twentieth of the total area was enclosed . . . what 
mattered to the peasantry . . . |was] not the proportion which the land enclosed bore to 
the whole area of the county, but the proportion which it bore to the whole area available 
for cultivation' (Tawney, op. cit., p. 264). 
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What I wish to discuss here - leaving aside, for the time being, the 
questions of poverty and unemployment - is the development o a new 
attitude towards the land, an attitude that accompanied the enclosures, 
partly as cause, partly as effect. The point to start from is the grow o a 

land market and of speculation in land. 

The commercialization of the land, the attempt to exp oit it as 
source of wealth, rather than to use it as a means of subsistence or to 
regard it as a source of man-power, began early. Smyth, the historian o 
the Berkeley family, records of a fifteenth-century Lord Berkeley that he 

let out some of his manor houses and demesne land at rac e improve 

rents’, ‘as did all other great lords of manors almost throughout the 
whole kingdom, in the times of Henry VI and Edwar an a ter, 
yea to this present day’. 1 But it was not only by subletting at improve 

rents’ that the great landlords could make their acres P ro lta e ' 
gives to all the Berkeleys a descriptive title - William the Waste A , 
Maurice the Lawyer, Maurice the Courtier, and so on; the fifth 1 homas, 
who succeeded to the estates in 1523, is, significantly, omas t e 
Sheepmaster’. As a younger brother’s younger son it is not strange t a 
he had thought it necessary to make his own fortune, ut e\cn a ter 
return to Berkeley Casde he ‘was a perfect Cotswold s ep er , lving a 
kind of grazier’s life, having his flocks of sheep summering in 
place and wintering in other places, as he observed the he s an pas 

tures to be found, and could bargain best cheap. 

As Dr Tawney makes plain, commercial forces had been at work in 

rural England long before the reign of Henry VIII, eeping pace wi 
the development of the woollen industry, but the movement away 
subsistence agriculture, and all that it implied, was given 
impetus by the dissolution of the monasteries. When enry , in 
course of reformation, redistributed the great monastic estates, muc o 
the land, in large or small quantities, came into the han s o t ose w 
wanted it as a permanent possession for their families - mem ers o^ 
new aristocracy, citizens wishing to become gent emen , prosper 
yeomen building up small farms. 3 But a very large proportion 

1. Smyth, Berkley Manuscripts (ed. Maclean) n, p. ^hTfo'und chapmen 

Berkeley, in the time of Henry IV, had let out land by t 

and price to his liking’ (loc. cit.). 

3. S. B*. Tiljcgrcn, The Fall of the Monasteries and the Social Changes in England 
leading up to the Great Revolution , pp. 124-6- 
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was secured by land-jobbers who bought to sell again as a business specu- 
lation. 

Land-jobbers appear, alone, in couples or companies, buy large estates 
all over England, and then sell parcels later on. They are in some way set 
off against the other buyers inasmuch as they do not generally care to 
purchase property of a piece, but parcels scattered over the whole country. 
Among the land-jobbers are members of the Court of Augmentations, 
noblemen, gentry and commoners. 1 

Miss Liljegren’s study shows how quickly much of the land changed 
owners, and the process of redistribution continued throughout the six¬ 
teenth century. 

From the reign of Henry VIII down to the last days of James I, by far 
the better part of English landed estate changed owners, and in most cases 
went from the old nobility by birth and the clergy into the hands of those 
who possessed money in the period of the Tudors, i.e. principally the mer¬ 
chants and industrialists or the newly created nobility and gentry, which, 
to a great extent, were allied with the former class of people in England. 2 

But one cannot trace the process by which the members of the rising 
middle class acquired land merely to the fall of the monasteries. On the 
one hand there was the temptation offered by the profits of sheep-farm¬ 
ing, on the other there were the increasing financial difficulties of the 
older landed families. The expenses of court life had risen heavily with 
the lavish display demanded by Henry VIII, 3 and the perplexities of 

1. op. cit., p. n8. 

2. op. cit., pp. 130-1. Incidentally this helped to foster the enormous number of law¬ 
suits which, in the Elizabethan-Jacobean period, was commented on by such different 
writers as Harrison, Dekkcr, and Misselden. Feudal litigiousness was bad enough, but it 
was nothing compared with that of the later Tudor period. Smyth provides innumerable 
examples. Of Henry, Lord Berkeley (1534-1613), he says, ‘I should make the life of this 
lord a volume of itself if I should particularize but a fourth part (of his lawsuits)' (Berkeley 
Manuscripts, 11, p. 302). Cf. 

. . . Their vanities 

Would fill more volumes of small hand 
Than all the evidence of church land. 

(Webster, The Devil’s Law Case, 11, iii) 

3. Miss Liljegren (op. cit., pp. 137-8) quotes Shakespeare on the nobles at the Field of 
the Cloth of Gold : 

O many 

Have broke their backs with laying manors on them 
For this great journey. (Henry VIII, I, i) 

Shakespc. ir c wa probably thinking of the nobles of his own day, but the account applies 
to the earlier pe; lod. 
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courtiers, and of the landed classes generally, increased as the century 
advanced and prices took a swift upward rise that could not be imme¬ 
diately counterbalanced by raised rents. We have seen how the courtiers 
of Elizabeth and James schemed for perquisites and patents. It was at 
this period, too, that the former ‘non-commercial classes began to 
engage more freely in commercial ventures. 1 But almost inevitably for 
noble and squire alike, the new economic circumstances resulted in 
accumulated debts and the sale of land. Tawney has pomted out that the 
loss of land through mortgages was not unknown in the Middle Ages, 
but ‘what supplied an additional impetus in the sixteenth century, and 
gave to individual transactions almost the character of an economic 
movement, was the great increase in the wealth of the business classes 
combined with the poverty of the gentry, the long rise in prices, an 
conservatism of existing methods of land tenure. As the out urst ° n 
companies after 1570 shows, the former had money to en , an 
latter were at their wits’ end to obtain it. In such circumstances nothing 
could stop the vacuum being filled or stop Sir Petrone as 

falling in the hands of Old Security.’ 2 

There is ample evidence of the acquisition of land by the mi 
classes in the sixteenth century. Chaucer s Man of Law, we remem e , 
had been ‘a greet purchasour’, but it was about the sccon quarter o 
sixteenth century that the buying up of landed estates y ^ w y e ’ 
goldsmiths, merchants, and the like, began to engage so muc a 
tion from contemporary moralists. ‘As for examp e o ric men , say 

Lever, 

look at the merchants of London, and ye shall see when as hy Ae j r h °"* s * 
vocation and trade of merchandise God hath endowe em wi g 
abundance of riches, then can they not be content wit t e P r ° s j >e 
wealth of that vocation to satisfy themselves, and to help other, but 


,. Probably there had been no rigid separation between the landowning^and uading 

classes in England from the later Middle Ages onwards. my ' , , Manuscripts n 
Lord Berkeley who engaged in trade in the fifteenth century , farming But 

P. 83), and L. was L^ntia, 

' ;; n r 3 ) wht. yotjer sons — 

Sandy, asked, 'What else shall become of gentlemen's younger *«». Z ^ » 
arms! when there is no war, and learning preferments are common to and mean? so 
that nothing remains for them, save only, merchandize (Scott, i, p. 124). 

2. Tawney, Wilson, pp. 35-6. 
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riches must abroad in the country to buy farms out of the hands rf wor- 
shipful gentlemen, honest yeomen, and poor labouring husbands. 

Robert Crowley, whose main theme is that each man should walk in 
his vocation’ and not meddle with that of others, has several passages 

on the subject. 

If Merchants would meddle 
with merchandise only, 

And leave farms to such men 
as must live thereby 
Then were they most worthy. 

Instead, 

They take farms 

to let them out again, 

To such men as must have them, 
though it be to their pain: 

And to levy great fines 
Or to over the rent... . 1 2 

Not content with a decent living, their one thought is ‘to climb’. 

So soon as they have aught to spare, 

Beside their stock that must remain, 

To purchase lands is all their care 
And all the study of their brain. 

There can be none unthrifty heir, 

Whom they will not smell out anon, 

And handle him with words full fair, 

Till all his lands is from him gone. 

The farms, the woods, and pasture grounds, 

That do lie round about London, 

Are hedged in within their mounds, 

Or else shall be ere they have done. 

They have their spies upon each side 
To see when aught is like to fall; 

And as soon as aught can be spied, 

~ ;iey are ready at the first call. 3 

1. Thomas Lev»- , Sermons (1550), Arber Reprint, p. 29. 

2. Robert r ' lr., Select Worlds (ed. J. M. Cowpcr, E.E.T.S.), p. 41 (1550). 

3. op. at., pp. fc/—8. 
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It would be easy to illustrate these general descriptions and denuncia¬ 
tions with particular examples. The account of sales of land in the six¬ 
teenth and early seventeenth centuries given in the Berkeley Manuscnp s 
illustrates the growth of land-jobbing and shows the c ass o men a 
were acquiring land. Thomas the Sheepmaster sold away one o is 
manors to ‘Robert ffewrother a goldsmith of London in 1507, ut it is 
at a considerably later date that the sales become more equent. 
difficulty is to know what to select. As one of several examp es o spccu 
lation resulting from the religious changes we have e accoun 
house and land in Stinchcombe held by a chantry priest. 


By the dissolution of which chantry in 1 Ed. 6, it came tothe Crow 
was by that King’s letters patents . . . granted (inter alia) to Su John 
Thynne and Lawrence Hide and their heirs, who the same year sold the 
said Messuage and land to Antony Throgmerton an ^ is eirs. 
the same year sold the same to Simon Ecles and his heirs. 


Monastic lands went on changing hands throughout the reign of El ' 
beth. 


Also in Southend in Nibley is an ancient messuage with di ^ 
thereto belonging, now the inheritance of Christopher Purnell afore T 
younger son 5 Thomas Purnell . . . which he had purchased o W. am 
Curnocke of Southend, son of Thomas Curnocke, who purchased the same 
of Hanbury, one of the Auditors to Queen Elizabeth and he of: the sa id 
Queen ... and was parcel of the possessions of the Monastery y 

of Kingswood, and came to the Crown in 29 H. VI y t e iss 

that monastery. 3 

The middle-class origin of most of the purchasers is indicated by the 
following: 

1. Berkeley Manuscripts, II, p. 222. Cheyncy quotc * *tanners! 

which cites ‘Merchants adventurers, cloth-makers, go ’ £ j n( j £ or s hccp- 

and other artificers, and unreasonable covetous persons as buyers of land P 

farming (.Social Changes tn England in the S,xt ' e ”‘ Hundred of Berkeley’), p. 35 «- CL 

2. Berkeley Manuscripts, in ( Description of /rhinirv it Stone)* p. 39 

ibid., p. 116 (lands attached to the Chapel of Bra L Throkmerton) appear 

(two chantries at Newport). Hide, Thynne, and g 

frequently as land-jobbers. mentioned here seems to have been 

3. Berkeley Manuscripts, in, p. 299. The Ha Y ^ hase of , and on pp. 121 

a London goldsmith. His name appears in conn h monasuc manor which passed 

and 302, ibid. Cf. pp. 306-7 for the transmission of anothe 

finally to an alderman of London. 


93 



THE AGE OF JONSON 

The other part of this village is at this day [in the reign of Charles I] 
the inheritance of William Baldwin of London, draper, whose father, 
William Baldwin was by Inquest in 19 Jacobi found to die seized of the 
manor of Filton. 1 

One, Sir George Huntley, enclosed a park in Nimesfield. 

And the inhabitants, out of a rural reluctation against such enclosures, 
ascribe to the injustice of that act not only his sudden death forthwith 
after at that place, but the sale of that and all the rest of his land made by 
his son a short time after, to Sir Robert Ducy, an Alderman of London, 
whose son Sir Richard Ducy, now dwelleth thereupon, 1639. 2 

Here we see the founding of a county family, but it is plain also that 
speculation in land, which began with the dissolution of the monasteries, 
still formed a useful source of income to the early seventeenth-century 
projector. Some of the chantry lands belonging to the parish church of 
Berkeley, for example, were granted to Thynne and Hide; part, how¬ 
ever, remained in the hands of the Crown until 1608 when James granted 
them to Sir William Herrick and Sir Arthur Ingram, who sold them 
the next year to two other speculators, ‘shortly after scattered by them 
to other men upon their several sales’. 3 

The conclusions to be drawn from the sales recorded here could cer¬ 
tainly be reinforced by examining the history of any of the great landed 
estates of the sixteenth century, on the one hand, or the career of any of 
the more important merchants and industrialists, on the other. And the 
long process of dislocation and readjustment, which began in the reign 
of Henry VIII, was still going on in the late sixteenth century and the 
reigns of the early Stuarts. Most of the examples given above come from 
the later period, and the early seventeenth century, we remember, was a 
period when an Ingram (to take one example from many) could afford 
to buy, and a Verney was forced to sell. 4 Nor was the reshuffling of land 
confined to the large estates and the higher economic ranges of society. 
The Elizabethan or Jacobean squire was as likely as not to be in debt. 
Hall s Sir W illiam Darrell (b. 1540) ‘owed money to usurers, to trades- 

1. ibid., p. 197. The cider Baldwin bought the manor. 

2 ibid., p. 303 Ducy had also bought land in another parish - ibid., p. 161. On p. 376 
a sale is recorded when one George Thorpe, whose family had been considerable land¬ 
owners since me hftrenth century, emigrated to Virginia in 1621. 

3. ibid.,p. 

4. Memoirs of the Verney Family during the Seventeenth Century, pp . 48, 56-7. 
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men, and to many of his neighbours. He anticipated his rent, and had 
pawned much of his plate.’ ‘ Sale of land was often an irres.suble tempta 
don - or a necessity. Tawney, discussing the plight of the needy g 
man’, cites several instances, one of which may be taken as typical. 

A grocer who did business as a money lender gets a 
into his clutches, discounts his bills at twenty-five per cen , j or( j Q £ 

compound interest, and finally, having sold up the debtor, 

the manor. 2 

Further illustration is unnecessary. As Jonson’s Meercraft remarked: 
We see those changes daily: the fair lands 

That were the client’s, are the lawyer’s now; ^ 

And those rich manors there of goodmari Taylor s 
Had once more wood upon them, than the yard 
By which they were measured out for their last purchase. 

Nature hath these vicissitudes. 

Certainly the transactions of Middleton’s citizens, by 
possessed of estates to which they could ride ‘,n the Whi«u Hoi day 
.. with a number of citizens and their wives some upon pillows, som 

upon side-saddles’, 4 had a wide background o act. 


THE DISLOCATION OF SOCIAL CLASSES AND 
THE DECAY OF ‘HOUSEKEEPING 

The economic changes that have been noticed - the new° £ 

acquisition, the transfer of land - had, of course, impor a re j a _ 

sequences, one of which was the dislocation o t e cus om TofiHdle 
tionships. I have said that for a proper understanding of the^Middle 

Ages the conception of ‘class’ is misleading; ut o a . . were 
observer of about 1600, when our familiar economic c ass 
taking shape, it appeared a chief merit of the preceding ages that Jen 
every man knew his proper station. ‘For nowadays most men live above 

2. Tawney, Wilson, p. 37. 

1. H. Hall, Society in the Elizabethan Age , p. 10. 

3. The Devil is an Ass, 11, i. , *p ne Ii s h Mercantilist writers 

4. Michaelmas Term, iv, i. It is worth noting > tQ Eng ij s h to the 

of the seventeenth century attributed the 5U P c "° n ^ rceu larly seek investment in land’ 
circumstance that newly acquired wealth there di g Talcott Parsons, 

(Max Weber, We Prournn, EMc and ,hc Sp.n, of CapmUsm, tr. laleott 

P- > 73 )- 
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their callings, and promiscuously step forth vice-versa into one another’s 
ranks. The countryman’s eye is upon the citizen: the citizen’s upon the 
gentleman: the gentleman’s upon the nobleman.’ 1 The majority of the 
complaints were directed against the newly made gendeman. Henry 
Peacham, in a book designed for the education of the upper classes on 
the lines of Castiglione’s Courtier , complains of the modern upstart 
nobility in all countries: the abuse of nobility ‘like a plague, I think, 
hath infected the whole world, every undeserving and base peasant 
aiming at nobility: which miserable ambition hath so furnished both 
town and country with coats of a new list, that, were Democritus living, 
he might have laughing matter for his life’. 2 And the study of heraldry 
is justified because, without a knowledge of that subject, how should we 

discern and know an intruding upstart, shot up with last night’s mushroom, 
from an ancient descended and deserved gendeman, whose grandsires have 
had their shares in every foughten field by the English since Edward I? or, 
myself a gentleman, know mine own rank, there being at this instant the 
world over, such a medley (I had almost said motley) of coats, such in¬ 
trusion by adding or diminishing into ancient families and houses, that 
had there not been within these few years a just and commendable course 
taken by the right honourable the Earls Marshals for the redress of this 
general and insufferable abuse, we should, I fear me, within these few 
years, see yeomen as rare in England as they are in France. 3 

The social confusion that Peacham refers to was then, of course, nothing 
new. Forty years previously Sir John Smith had remarked, ‘as for gende- 
men, they be made good cheap in England’. 4 

It was, however, the economic expansion of the later part of the six¬ 
teenth century that made ‘the shuffling of the times’ so noticeable, 
whilst the sale of knighthoods by James I, and ‘the advancement of 
unworthy persons in his reign, made newly acquired tides into a 
popular joke. 5 

1. E. Misseldcn, Free Trade, or The Means to Ma{e Trade Flourish (1622), p. 12. 

2. Henry Peacham, The Compleat Gentleman (1622) (cd. G. S. Gordon), pp. 14-18. 

3 ibid., p. 160. For the prosperity of the yeomcn-frccholdcrs, and their ability to send 
their sons to the universities and make them gentlemen, see Harrison, Description of 
England (1577). Rook 11 (cd. Furnivall), p. 133. 

4. De Repubhca Anglorum (1583) (cd. Alston), pp. 39-40. 

5. Cf. Dekker, jests to Ma{c You Merry, Non-Dramatic Wor{s, it, pp. 284-5. Two 

apprentices arc watching a newly made knight; one says, ‘By Jove, methinks it is a brave 

thing to be a knight. A brave thing, quoth his fellow, what an ass art thou, a man may 
have anything for money.' 
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The complaints of moralists that merchants and other newly enriched 
members of the middle classes were buying land (becoming, as they said, 
‘Gentlemen of the first head’) were not based on mere prejudice, the 
desire to maintain, at all costs, the status of those already in possession 
At first sight it might appear so. No one who is familiar with Langlan 
is likely to idealize the relationship between feudal landowners an 
their tenants. No one who is aware of the incessant petty warfare 

between neighbouring landowners that marked the e " 0 e 
Ages is likely to regret the passing of the feudal cirder Moreover may 
members of the Elizabethan aristocracy - the Dudleys, Sackvi 1 , 
Cavendishes, and Cecils - were themselves ‘new men new, that is 
compared with the Howards, Berkeleys, and Northumbrians. 11 1 looks 
like vulgar prejudice (which no doubt it often was ) that th y, 
rank wfs due to the administrative services o ^selves or th r 
immediate ancestors, should resent the intrusion of those whose advance 

ment was due to commerce or industry. , • n ;firance 

The last sentence, however, points to a more fundament 1 .gmfiranee 
of the transfer of land in the late Tudor period. Hitherto P ^ 

of land had been associated with certain duties, recognize P 

implicitly, and the Elizabethan aristocracy had traditions F 
vice and responsibility. The point was made y unnin & 

There were plenty of new men, in manyP*™ oVre^^hold traditions 
part of the seventeenth century; their readme . Thc c i ass into 

gave rise to some of the discordant elements o difficult functions; 

which they had entered was charged . . . with varied and difficult 

' , _ . T , r :-i w ari 0 f Death and Fortune 

Cf. John Davies of Hereford, Worlds (ed. Grosar), T C Epig. 

(1603), verse 34 (A merchant buys patents of nobility). The Scourg , 

246 (A greedy purchaser desires to make his son a n 'g * _ (1*60) between William, 

.. si, Jiar.pl., the account of the battle of N.b'ey G^O^H 

Lord Berkeley, and Thomas Talbot, Viscount is c do ’ rs was no t easily imposed. 

pp. 102 ff.; ill, pp. 266-8. The internal peace o ctCM throughout the 

Smyth gives instances of local feuds, forcible possess 272-3, 313)- Scc als0 

greater part of the sixteenth century (ibid., n, PjM*^ Darrcl i in the second half of the 

op. cit., Part i, chap. 1; on the feuds of S evCf scc a fellow set out to take 

sixteenth century. ‘Arm’dI’ says Truewit, ^ Poole’s fearful preparations (Ihe 

possession’, when he wants to impress Daw with La-hoole s lea 

Silent Woman, 1609, iv, ii). . , w mcn when they rise; for the 

2. ‘Men of noble birth are noted to be envious others come on they think 

distance is altered; and it is like a deceit of the eye, that when 

themselves go back’ (Bacon, Essays , Of Envy ). 
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it served as the very backbone of the social system and supplied adminis¬ 
trative organs for every possible purpose. 1 

But it was not merely that the older landowners, from the J.P.s to the 
Privy Councillors, performed important administrative duties; their 
tradition was more inclusive, and a full account would notice their 
relations with peasants and household retainers on the one hand, and 
with scholars and poets on the other. How far, in particular in¬ 
stances, that tradition was active, cannot be determined offhand, but 
it is something that we cannot overlook if we wish to understand the 
civilization of the sixteenth century. 2 It was because that tradition 
was not easily assimilated by the newer commercial classes that their 
acquisition of land meant so much more than a mere change of 
ownership. 3 

It is this that gives significance to the contemporary complaints of the 
decay of ‘housekeeping’. The importance of ‘housekeeping’ in the life 
of the sixteenth century is something that we, who live in a less patri¬ 
archal society, do not find easy to understand. The household of a great 
lord in the country was an important economic unit, not only 

because it was the pivot of the agricultural work of the surrounding 
country. 

A great house provisioned itself with little help from the outer world; 
the inhabitants brewed and baked, churned and ground their meal, they 
bred, fed and slew their beeves and sheep, and brought up their pigeons 
and poultry at their own doors. Their horses were shod at home, their 
planks were sawn, their rough ironwork was forged and mended. . . . 
Within doors the activity of the family and household was as great and 
as multifarious as without. The spinning of wool and flax . . . the fine and 

coarse needlework, the embroidery, the cooking, the curing, the preserving, 
the distillery that went on, were incessant. 4 


r. Cunningham, n, pp. m-i 2 . 

education ^ “ d ' V ' lo P "i* *P«UI reference to the 

ptr„f « ° f ,hC E " zabc,ha " d “«. - 'heir function as 

p 3 ^Con,pa rc Cecil's not, , n 'new men' in the service of the state (.559), T. and P„ I, 

t- ° £ A T 
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And besides those employed in the work of ^household there were 
poor relations ‘ and a more or less numerous body of m seellaneous 
retainers. Harrison says that in the halls of noblemen forty to a*y 
persons ate daily, 2 and even the lesser gentry seem to have 

‘gentlemen’ at their tables. 

Nothing is more alien from our habits (says Sai 

thing is more difficult,» «^ggeta- 
men of a great household then, it nas dcch » ' nr r< . S nect- 

tion, that it provided an additional it"may be said without 

able birth but not -uchfortunemthos days, ^ 

any exaggeratton at all, that it was y ^ ^ M an(J military 

the university and a regular profession, P° f h was marr ied 

service. We find, for instance, the poet Donne, long after he ^ ^ 

and had children, and while he « hcnuumg b undistinplishcd 

Church, holding this position in the household ot a 7 & ^ 

person - a mere Surrey kmght. From such »» ^ ^ 

bishops, every man of fortune d ndants .... They appeared 

course increasing numbers, had th g u:/ m ; sce llaneous business and 

with him on public occasions; they did h,^ miscellan ^ ^ ^ ^ of 

errands; they gave him consequence d ? the then not very 

Wyatt and Esscx diey suU ^^ “^"heen extremely larged 
numerous population, their numuc 

Housekeeping, then, had a more than economic ^ance; h helped 
to maintain education and general culture. Thus, 0 hn Smyth b. 5 b 7 ). 

the historian of the Berkeleys, 

ley, at the age of fourteen, to on Thomas (age n £ ^ 

zEttz trr -a 

try, swinctroughs and the like; which^" n Jg r 8 catn ess, she would sometimes 

sacrament, diis g ay * -U. >* gg ar my son 

Henry’ {Berkley Manner,p, S , .., P- * 54 >- instancB from ^ early seventeenth century. 

1. The Verney Memoirs, i,p* 7»8 . ... iaa-z 

2. Description of England, Book u (ed. F “ r IJJ^ , t ^’ c /X 5 I ' Ilf p . 5,8. Sec also M. St 

3. Social England (ed. Traill an inn. G 3 Harrison and H. Granville- 

Clie Byrne in A Compamon to Shakespeare Studies (ed. O. 

Barker), pp. 203-8, 215-18. 
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Steward of the household . 1 Not only did the nobleman’s household 
provide an educational ladder for poor boys of ability (Smyth had pre¬ 
viously been at the free school at Derby), it was often a means of support 
for the mature scholar. Thomas Hariot, the mathematician, was a 
pensioner of Henry Percy, ninth Earl of Northumberland, who also 
provided for three other mathematicians, including Nicholas Torper- 
ley . 2 Of Lord Henry Berkeley, Smyth tells us that ‘He had many 
flatterers and sycophants, as well of his own family as out of London, 
captains, scholars, poets, cast courtiers, and the like .’ 3 

When writers of the late sixteenth century, therefore, complained of 
the decay of housekeeping, they were pointing to a major social pheno¬ 
menon. The complaints were frequent enough; ‘the age of hospitality’ 
seems to have been used as an equivalent for ‘the good old times’, and 
the decline of the great households became a matter of popular com¬ 
ment. ‘And now may I complain’, says a minor moralist of the reign of 
James I, ‘of the decay of hospitality in our land, whereby many poor 
souls are deprived of that relief which they have had heretofore. The 
time hath been, that men have hunted after worship and credit by good 
housekeeping, and therein spent great part of their revenues: but now 
commonly, the greater part of their livings is too little to maintain us 
and our children in the pomp of pride: yea, and yet all is well if we 
may maintain that, though no hospitality be maintained therewithal .’ 4 

The change, of course, cannot be attributed solely to the newer type 
of landowner. Many of the older families were beginning to sell or let 

1. Preface to Berkeley Manuscripts, i, pp. iii-iv. 

2. Henry Percy, Advice to his Son (cd. G. B. Harrison), Introduction, p. TO. 

3. Berkeley Manuscripts, n, p. 286. The question of literary patronage is dealt with by 
Miss P. Shcavyn in The Literary Profession in the Elizabethan Age, but there is room for 
a further study. 

4. Greevous Crones for the Poore (1622), pp. 13-14. Cf. Greene, A Quippe for an 
Upstart Courtier (1592), Worlds (cd. Grosart), x, p. 272: ‘The niggardness of the lord or 
master is the cause no more chimneys do smoke: for would they use ancient hospitality as 
their forefather; did, and value as lightly of pride, as their great grandfathers, then 
should you see c try chimney in the house smoke.' Dckkcr, The Gulls Horn Boo/{ (1609), 
Non-Dramattc W .rks (cd. Grosart), 11, p. 237: The Duke (? of Duke Humphrey’s Walk) 
follows the fasK.jo of great men, ‘in keeping no house'. Dekkcr, A Strange Horse-Race 
(1613), ibid., , p. 337; Hospitality is 'an old Lord that is now no Courtier; for he keeps 
a place in the country, and all die chimneys in it smoke.' Marginal note: ‘They that 
uphold hospitality are in these days weak, because few.' 

Estimates of the causes varied; thus, Barnaby Rich, The Excellency of Good Women 

(1613), p. 15 : >y the pride of women Hospitality is eaten up and good housekeeping is 
banished our of die country.' 


IOO 


NEW ELEMENTS IN THE NATIONAL LIFE 

out their lands, thereby loosening their connexion with the countryside 
and to abandon the old, expensive style of housekeeping. In the la e 
sixteenth century the country seat was far enough from being a me 
Lohday resort, but the attractions of a life ‘in Town' were a ready 
marked. In a dialogue of Cyudc and UncyviU Life (.579) the upholder 

of country ways declares: 

You know the ancient custom of this realm of England 
noblemen and gentlemen, not called to attendance in J 

did continually inhabit the country, continuing there, fro g g 
from ancestor to ancestor, a continual house and hospital^ wh ch go them 

wrought also divers other good effects. ... but I see, cn B now 

to take another course, and falling from the use o their anc^to s 
either altogether (or very much) leave to dwe 1 in their country ^ ; 
inhabiting cities and great towns, which manner ot g 

1-, SS 

4, men..™ fe S°'«"MU *» 

absenteeism; and in 1596 the Circu J 8 live j n cities or 

gendemen who had forsaken their coun y f t h e first 

towns should go back to their countr^homes and 

proclamations of James I dea t w continued to be issued 

Judging from the number of 

on the subject, it does not appear that th y J , ibsolutc ^ecay’. 

The decline of housekeeping was not, o » ^ families » 

Many landowners continued to live in t e y > rioc j not 

that were founded in the Elizabethan and ^ whom 

incapable of assimilating the tra ltions responsibility towards 

they were often allied by marriage; and -and 
their locality was alive in very many eighteenth-century 

Cyvile and Vncyvile Life (i 5 79 ). Si 8- B *’ V_B Ul * 

2. The Survey of Cornwall (1602). 63 v. Armada to the Death of 

—“ “ — ~ 

see Cunningham, 1, p. 53 1 - 
4. Cunningham, ii, p- >05. 
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survived in some of their successors. There was, however, an important 
moral aspect of the shift in social power that was noted in our period, 
and the way was prepared for a major breach with the past, a breach 
that was clearly marked by the changed administration of the poor law 
after the Restoration. But by that time the social and economic readjust¬ 
ments had had important political consequences as well. 1 

The satire that was directed against the citizen-gentlemen of the reign 
of James I cannot be accounted for merely by the fact that the majority 
of writers depended upon the older aristocracy for a large part of their 
precarious livelihood. That satire can only be fully understood in the 
light of the inherited social theory which made of ‘walking in one’s 
vocation’ a major virtue; 2 and there were, at all events, some genuine 
reasons for hostility. It was pardy, of course, that the ways leading to 
enrichment were felt to be dubious. In Elizabeth’s reign Mulcaster re¬ 
marked that those who schemed for wealth, ‘that Jack may be a gende- 
man’, impoverished many others, ‘and though they do not profess the 
impoverishing of purpose, yet their kind of dealing doth pierce as it 
passeth: and a thousand pound gain bowls twenty thousand persons’; 3 
and very many of the projects leading to wealth in the next reign were 
certainly far from reputable. Partly also, ostentation on the part of the 
new rich is always a matter of derision. But the major cause of com¬ 
plaint was that those who acquired their posidon through the wealth 
obtained in trade or industry had not a tradition of responsibility which 
would justify that position. Economic expansion had provided many 
carrieres ouvertes aux talents , but the talents that made a Bevis Bulmer 
- necessary, and even admirable, as they were - were of a peculiar and a 
limited kind. 

LUXURir, AND THE IMPORTANCE OF MONEY 

Most of the lamentations of minor moralists over the manners of their 
times are only of slight interest to the historian; too often they concen- 

1. I he further acquisition of land by 'new men’ — many of them merchants — was of 
course a feature of the Comi..onwealth period. See M. James, Social Policy during the 
Puritan Revolution, pp. 85-90. 

2. See below, pp. 122 ff. 

3. Mulcaster, Positions (1581) (ed. R. H. Quick), pp. 193-5. Cf. Donne, Fifty Sermons 
0 ^M 9 )> P* 5 ,,: ff wc unite riches to riches, we temper a mortar (for the most part) of 
our own cove ousne's .nd the loss and oppressing of some other men.’ And see below, 
pp. 128 ff. 
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trate on petty foibles or exalt permanent traits of h ^“ n ^ re j n “ 
signs of contemporary degeneracy. The frequent attacks ^.J “ 
of ‘luxury* that we meet with in the Elizabethan-Jacobean period are, 
however, of more fundamental importance; they point to something 

more significant than the symptoms themselves. excessive 

The medieval pulpit had denounced sumptuousness of “ C “ S d 

feasting, and so on, and observers in the time of Henry VIII believed 

that unnecessary expenditure was increasing. 

B„ opcnum... fa « *' “* * 

most notably in apparel. The exces , . intcd out the 

increase in material comfort and conveme . nation’s diet as 

prosperity of the yeoman class, the '"crease fjniture,’ though to his 
a whole, and the improvement in g- f houses 

mind too much was spent on clothes, and thc { “ e ddka • . 
also exceedeth, and is grown in manner even P more, 

I, was, of course, the ^“ded the money to 

and more varied, goods available g y P kedt hathehad 

buy them. At the mid-century ^ ‘^nd wd pe -ved our com- 
‘for this six or seven years past, marked and we J o£ 

mon wealth to be grown in to such a»£ ncedful • • 
living and expenses oUonzgn commodm. JP ^ date added silks 

and the opening up of the trade f d lovcs an d wanton 

and spices and China goods to die permed g ,, wcre 

presents’, the ‘caps, pins, pints, dice, gilt stirrups, etc. 

j (l 2 IS79* Lipson, hi, p* 20 9 * 

I. Traill and Mann, Social England , in, p. 22 - • and chap . x ii. 

3 . D',crip,inn of England, Book .. (ed. Furn va 1 , pp._ -33. and f ^ 

l ibid., chap, vu and p. 23 »- 5 - T. and I P- >» 4 - 
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received from the Continent. If we wish to find a date for the great 
increase in expenditure which occurred in the reign of Elizabeth we can 
fix it in the period of 1575-87 - Scott’s ‘Eleven years of great prosperity’ 
- which included the Persian expeditions of the Russia Company, the 
formation of the Levant Company, and Drake’s round-the-world voyage 

which paid his shareholders so handsomely. 1 

‘Necessary’ and unnecessary expenditure alike increased under 
James I. The upper-class standard was set by the court, which in such 
matters as dress and entertainment seems to have been a model of rash 
extravagance.* The expensive masques of Queen Anne were paralleled 
by the rather more vulgar pageantry of the City, 3 and old-fashioned 
moralists were appalled by ‘our present riot and luxury in diet and 
apparel’, 1 by ‘the vanity, lasciviousness, and intolerable pride of 
these our days, wherein every skipping Jack and every flirting Jill 
must not only be ling’d (forsooth) very daintily, but must have some 
special jewel or favour besides.’ 5 ‘Witness’, said another, ‘the super¬ 
fluity and increase of these our times, of this our kingdom, that 
hath more people than pastures, more bringing forth than breeding 
for, that is compelled to empty itself into far distant regions and 
kingdoms.’ 6 

The insistence on luxury was partly, of course, due to the prevailing 
mercantilist conceptions of state economy. Gold and silver trinkets made 
money scarce, 7 and, more important, the importation of foreign goods 


x. Scott, 1, chap. iv. 

2. Of James I it was said : ‘He doth wondrously covet learned discourse ... he doth 
admire good fashion in clothes. . . . We have lately had many gallants who failed in 
their suits for want of due observance of these matters (of fashion). The King is nicely 
heedful of such points, and dwellcth on good looks and handsome accoutrements' (Letter 
of Lord Thomas Howard (1607) - The Letters and Epigrams of Sir John Hanngton, ed. 
McClure, pp. 32-4). 

3. 'The reign of James I was the Golden Age of the Lord Mayor's Show’ (Unwin, 
Gilds, p. 277). See the . count of the Grocers' show, on which they spent ^900, at the 
inauguration of 'Mr Thomas Middleton as Lord Mayor in 1614 - ibid., p. 278. 

4. Smyth. Berkeley Manuscript*, 1, p. 160. 'We see divers wear apparel and colours 

made of a Lordship, lined with Farms and Granges, embroidered with all the plate, gold, 
and wealth, their Friends and ' athers left them' (‘Ester Sowerman', Ester Hath Hang'd 
Haman (1617). pp. 30 ro). Th:- common form of the complaint that constantly 

recurs in the contcn .-orary drama and satire. 

5. Henry Swinburne, A Treatise o' Spoil sals (1686 - written c. 1600), p. 209. 

6. Alex Niccholcs. A Discourse of Marriage and Wiving (1620, 1st edn, 1615), p. 22. 

7. Malynes plained of ‘the great quantity of silver consumed in the making of silver 
thread, spangles, purls, oacs, and the like, which upon the late examination of ... the 
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implied a corresponding export of the precious metals which might be 
used, it was thought, to stimulate industry at home. 

The general remote cause of our want of money is the great excess 
of this kingdom, in consuming the commodities of foreign countries, 
which prove to us discommodities, in hindering us of so much treasure 
which otherwise would be brought in, in lieu of these toys. ... n y t is 
means we draw unto us, and consume amongst us that great Sundance 
of the wines of Spain, of France, of the Rhine, of the Levant, and of the 
Islands: the raisins of Spain, the currants of the Levant, the lawns and 
cambrics of Hannault and the Netherlands, the stilts ofItaly, the_ sugars ;and 
tobacco of the West Indies, the spices of the East Indies: all of whlch arC 
of no necessity unto us, and yet are bought wtth ready money, wh.ch other- 
wise would be brought over in treasure if these were not. 

This attitude was not confined to economists, and when Fuller, in 1642, 
remarked that ‘To export things of necessity, and to bring in foreign 
needless toys, makes a rich merchant and a poor k.ngdom , he was only 
echoing the common opinion of the last hundred years. 

But the insistence on luxury has, for us, a far greater significance. It is 
I think, safe to say that it points to the transition from a subsistence 
economy to the early stages of an economy of plenty, wit a c0 ^ re ^P 
ing change in men’s habits, attitudes, and general outlook: and 
economy was based on the purchasing power of money. There had bee 
medieval satires on Lady Meed; medieval preachers had denounced 
those who had money for their god, and that ‘Pecumae obaUunt omma 
had been a complaint of Erasmus ; 3 but, in England at least, it was in t 
early seventeenth century that the Lady Pecun.a became, m a spec.a 
sense, ‘the Venus of the time and stateV Money and competition were 

becoming the prime movers of economic life. 

Lord President arc found to amount to /80.000 and upwards 

made in London is only but £>0,000 or £>0,000 worth (The Matntcnance of 

,6 kE P Mtelden, W, . T, MeartstoFloM <.«£ PP£- 

2 . The Holy State, Book ...chap. xvn. Cf T ,and .PJ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ 

sumptuary laws of the sixteenth century, s>n . imports . Hcckschcr points 

encourage native cloth-making and to disc > h chang cd by the end of the seven- 

out that the mercantilist attitude towards luxury b 

teenth century - Mercantilism, 11, pp- 289-93. . . 2Q _, 0 

3. See Sombart, Me Quin.',«»c' of Cop„al„m «r. M. Epstein), pp. * 9 - 3 ». 

4. Jonson, The Staple of News (1626), u, 
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In the Middle Ages, coinage had given a unit for the comparison of one 
ware with another; but it was not an object which men were likely to seek 
after, except in so far as they desired to lay by for a rainy day. If they had 
large sums at command they could not invest them: and so far as the 
greater part of the population were concerned, their food and clothing were 
practically determined by their status in the social system. So long as prices 
were arranged by calculation, there must have been comparatively little 
variation in the real reward which a man got for his labour; and while pay¬ 
ments were partly made in kind, attention was not directed forcibly to 
money as a purchasing power. But with competition prices all this changed; 
the amount of comforts that a man could procure no longer depended on the 
regulations of his gild, but on the purchasing power of the money he 
obtained by the sale of his wares. . . . Money had come to be a thing for 
which everyone sought, not exactly for its own sake, 1 but because of its 
purchasing power; it was a convenient representative of all other objects of 
wealth, and, as such, a thing of which each man desired to have as much 
as possible. From this time forward the desire of wealth, as the means of 
gratifying the desire of social distinction and all else, became a much more 
important factor in economic affairs than it had been before.•’ 

In this passage Cunningham is discussing the transition from medieval 
to Tudor times, and he is right in tracing the signs of change to the 
early sixteenth century; but his remarks apply with far greater force to 
the fifty years that preceded the death of James I. It was this period that 
saw the sharpest rise in prices caused by American silver, the formation 
of overseas trading companies, the rise of large-scale speculation, and an 
almost feverish pursuit of industrial projects. It was in this period that 
medieval ‘status’ was finally superseded by the modern ‘class’, and the 
ranks of the class system were determined, in the long run, by the pos¬ 
session of money. National policy was becoming more and more clearly 
determined by the conflicting claims of different industrial and com¬ 
mercial interests. 3 And die dtings that money could buy had become 
far mon numerous, and were taking a far greater place in men’s 

1. Inevitably, in a sense, for its own sake also; old Jakob Fugger refused to retire: ‘he 
wants to accumulate capital as much as is in his power’. Quoted by M. Kovalevsky, 
Originating Phases in the Development of Capitalist Economy . 

2. Cunningham, i, p. 465. 

3. The mouth speaks from the abundance of the heart, 

So were we taught: but they have found an art. 

Lately at Westminster, which is far worse: 

Most mouths speak from the abundance of the purse. 

(J[ohn] H(cath], The House of Correction (1619) Sig. C 4, v) 
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„, 1( _ ht , than a century previously. ‘No man can be ignorant’, said 
Bacon, ‘of the idolatry that is generally committed in these degenerate 
times to money, as if it could do all things public and private By the 

middle of the seventeenth century it was a commonplace. 0! j° cv 
wanteth money is ever subject to contempt and scorn in the world, 
him be furnished with never so good gifts, either of body or of mind. .. 
"etimes we may say with the wise man: My son, better it is to die 
hat to be poorfor nowmoney is the world’s god, and the card which 
£ devil turns up trump to win the set withall. ... P«u«ac « 
ob'dmnt : hence it is so admired that millions venture both souls 

bodies for the possession of it. 

The preceding chapter - the account of profits and projects, of specu- 

,1. id ..oclf holding - 1.- “id 

the vastly increased importance of money in ) 

turv and once the point has been made there is no need to look or 

„d drama uc a.dm rn *1, pari.d rh.r am ota .pr'l “ 

* • ( tUo ofTr.’ were in fact significant aspects ot a single mo 

‘curiosities of the age were in tacts g r , ete dominan ce 

ment, a movement that has resulted «y , r examp l e , 

a, mU, in an ~ £%*££& 

were not only inspired by a new y e g accessib i c £1 Dorado, and 

stition; the alchemist was, in repute, uirrhlv ol iced) had an 

the desires of his clients (some o them 

obvious relation to the gold fever at was ^ ^ as it seeme d, 

of the population at any momen , practical urgency of 

of swift and easy enrichment concurred with the pracuca g y 

dearer living’.* never-failing subject of 

So too the gulling of young frQm Tcrcnce or Plautus; it 

Jacobean comedy was not mer y ^ ^ have bcen mentioned - 

had for setting the same econ bined with the financial diffi- 

the growing attractions or the to 

0 / * T™, .» * Kingdom o, Brun.n. («-. S P cddi„ g , EUU. and 

2. The wlrtTof a Penny, or a Cannon ^ Court of Queen Eliza- 

3 . Sec above, p. 54- The connexion is made by barj,c 

beth, pp. 42-6 and chap. vu. Herford and Percy Simpson), The Man and his 

4. Sec Ben Jonson, Worty (ed. n. n 

Wor\, 11, p. 90. 
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culties of the gentry, on the one hand, and a determination to raise one’s 
fortune ‘by such casualties as this stirring age shall afford’, on the other. 
‘A great state left to an heir’, said Bacon, ‘is as a lure to all the birds of 
prey round about to seize on him, if he be not the better stablished in 
years and judgement.’ 1 Cony-catching and the habits of the roaring 
boys are fairly thoroughly illustrated in the drama and satire of the 
period. It would be interesting to know from what classes the muldtude 
of swaggerers and cheats were drawn. Certainly the increase in their 
numbers points to a major social problem: Alsatia was not picturesque, 
it was a symbol of the association of poverty and criminality, and of the 
rootlessness of a small, but growing, section of the population. 

Fortune-hunting, moreover, took various forms, and one of the recog¬ 
nized means of enrichment was ‘a good marriage’. Marriages, of course, 
had been arranged for financial reasons in the Middle Ages, which left a 
bad legacy in the contracting of infants, besides an unpleasant tangle in 
that part of the Canon Law which regulated sexual relations. But, so far 
as can be discovered, the proportion of economic marriages increased in 
the sixteenth century when the merchant was anxious to be allied to 
blue blood, and the needy gentleman was anxious to be allied to money. 
‘Marriages in these days are rather made for fornication than for con- 
tinencv, not so much in hope of issue as for gain of money, more for lucre 
than for love: neither is there any respect had to the quality, so they 
can embrace the quantity; for nobleness and virtue, alas it is no portion, 
when a thousand crowns are rather embraced than two thousand good 
conditions.’ * And if a minor satirist is thought untrustworthy - though 
parallels could be multiplied 3 - there is Bacon: ‘They say’, remarked a 


1. Essays , Of Riches’. Sir John Harington remarked that ‘there is now so many of 
that association [of sharpers] as much hinders the gain of the father of that faculty* 
(Nugae AfJtiquae y 221 

2. Barnaby Rico, Faults, Faults, and Nothing Else but Faults (1606), p. 26. Cf. Rich, 
My Lady's Looking Glass (1616), p. 56. 

3. Latimer had complained of ‘joining lands to lands, possessions to possessions, neither 

the virtuous education nor living being regarded', in the marriage of noblemen’s children 
- Sermons (Barker ' *ciety), i, p. 95, and cf. ibid., p. 243. In the later part of the century 
the complaints seem iv be more general. Becon, Worlds (Parker Society), 11, p. 372: ‘Some 
parents greatly abuse their authority, while they sell their children to other for to be 
married for worldly gain. ... If money, if riches, if the muck of the world come, 
let the child go. . . . Marriages thus made for the most part have never good success, as 
experience daily teacheth.’ Dekkcr, The Seven Deadly Sins of London (1606), Non - 
Dramatic 1, p. 70: '\ou are cruel in compelling your children (for wealth) to go 

into loathed beds , etc. Niccholcs, A Discourse of Marriage and Wiving (1615), p. 7: ‘It 
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merchant of the New Atlantis, ‘that ye have put marriage out of office. 
... And when they do marry, what is marriage to them but a very 
bargain; wherein is sought alliance, or portion, or reputation, with some 
desire (almost indifferent) of issue; and not the faithful nuptial union ot 
man and wife that was first instituted.’ 1 And the account could be 
reinforced from the known history of very many families in the seven¬ 
teenth century. 2 On the stage ‘the miseries of enforced marriage do not 
only provide a romantic situation to be exploited, they point to t 
creasing dominance of the economic motive in every sphere of human 

life. 3 

Above all, there was the burning question of usury. The stage 
handling of the topic was, of course, provoked by a variety ot motives. 
At the lowest it provided an opportunity for the courtier 

is a fashion much in use in these times to choose wives as chapmen 

Quantum dabitis ? What is the most you will give?’ Wye Sa stonstaH, bi-fitting 

(1631), ‘The World': ‘To make love the foundation of marriage is contemn das bcfitung 

the innocency of Arcadian shepherds, and therefore now t cy ™ arr > P as s h a |l 
wives as things to boot'. Peacham advises his complete gent cma . augment 

be able, look into your estate, labouring not only to conserve it e * Qompleat 

it, either by a wise, forethought marriage, or by some other thrifty means (The Compleat 

Gentleman , 1622, cd. G. S. Gordon, p. 225). 

1. The New Atlantis (ed. Morley), in Ideal Commonwealths , p. 19 • Century 1, 

2. See, for example, Memotrs of the Verney Farrnly ,n the ^nteenth^ Century^ «, 

p. 72; The Autobiography of Lord Herbert of Cher ury (e . ‘ rfK . ce dings resemble 

D’Ewes, Autobiography (cd. Halliwell), PP- 3°7 whcrc thc 1 , ^ wo human 

negotiations for a trade treaty rather than the preparations for the mu’ g■ 
beings. It is only fair to add that many of these arranged marriages turned y 

'Tw'cbc, pointed ou, the, amongst the puritan classes 'a marriage entered into for 

purely economic reasons is preferred (because after all it 1 ^ l j ls P l „ 2 r,\ j had 

to one with erotic foundations' (The Protestant Ethtc, tr Takou Parsons,^ 

intended to include a chapter on the relations of men an wo however, be 

century, but discarded tt The treat,nent of the theme by in 

mentioned here. At one time I thought that the perpetua “ . McDougall's 

comedy could be explained (apart from the opportunity for g * 

theory of laughter as a defence mechanism: die Eliza ct ans a ^ Adultery 

cuckoldry (as the Athenians laughed at Hcas) because t cy cn ^ ^ w be f carc d', 

was inevitable because of the large proportion of arranget • thcy do not 

said Fuller, 'that they that marry where they do not love w^Tc^pman and 
marry'). But this is a superficial view. The better-class dramatist^ ^ P _ ^ 

Fletcher, for example, and George Wilkins in The • o , (hc $cxcs; and they 

pleading for a more healthy and a more civilized rc I (kicribcd aboVC . The sub)cct 

were aware of the general economic implications that , , „f the medieval 

Has a further interest inasmuch as it would include the abandonment 
view - which died hard - of the body as a 'house of corruption . 
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Who in short time with feasting did confound 
A thousand pound a year of gallant ground 1 

to get his own back on the usurer by laughing at the ‘snout able to 
shadow Paul’s, it is so great’ 2 of his stage representative. But like most 
of the recurring themes of dramatic satire the stage usurer was a symbol 
of far-reaching problems. 

The medieval restrictions on usury broke down because the economic 
expansion of the age demanded fluid capital, and because there were 
increasing opportunities for profitable investment. Shareholders in com¬ 
mercial and industrial ventures received a profit on their investments, so 
there was no reason why those who lent money on which the borrower 
was likely to get a good return should not demand interest. The larger 
economic undertakings were all based on credit. 3 ‘It is certain, said 
Bacon, ‘that the greatest part of trade is driven by young merchants 
upon borrowing at interest’, 4 and there were few of the industrial pro¬ 
jects that could be undertaken without credit, either in the form of 
shares or loans. ‘It is a vanity’, Bacon condnued, ‘to conceive that there 
would be ordinary borrowing without profit; and it is impossible to 
conceive the number of inconveniences that will ensue, if borrowing be 
cramped: therefore to speak of the abolishing of usury is idle; all states 
have ever had it in one kind or rate or other; so as that opinion must be 
sent to Utopia.’ 5 * ’Tis a vain thing to say, Money begets not Money, 
said Selden, ‘for that no doubt it does.’ 6 It was for this reason that the 
legal prohibition of usury was relaxed by the act of 1571 (reviving an act 
of Henry VIII, repealed in 1552), which fixed a maximum rate of 10 per 
cent and gave the money-lender no legal rights to enforce his claim. An 
act of 1624 fixed the rate at 8 per cent, ‘provided that no words in this 
law contained shall be construed or expounded to allow the practice of 
usury in point of religion or conscience.’ 7 

Unfortunately a very large proportion of the money borrowed in the 
reigns of Elizabeth and James I was required, not for lucrative expan¬ 
sion, but for subsistence. There were, for example, the needy gentlemen 
hit by the price revolution, and there were the typical borrowers of the 
Middle Ages: apprentices wanting to set up on their own, small masters 

1. John Davies of Hereford, The Scourge of Folly (1611). Wor\s (ed. Grosart), p. 8. 

2. Haughtor>, Englishmen for my Money (1598); Dodsley, Old Plays, x, p. 481. 

3. See Lipson, m, pp. 218-19. 4. Essays, ‘Of Usury’. 5. ibid. 

6. Table-talk\ (Temple edn), p. 146. 7. Lipson, in, pp. 224-5- 


no 



NEW ELEMENTS IN THE NATIONAL LIFE 

in difficulty, peasants who had not sufficient capital to ode over the 
period between harvest and harvest ' Borrowers of this kind 
numerically they must have formed by far the largest class - were 
caught half-wa/between two systems. The medieval resuic ions on 

usury had broken down, and the modern, regularized, 

had not yet evolved; and at the same time there was a greater 

money than ever before. 1 2 3 * * 6 , • * HU nro- 

The Elizabethan-Jacobean period was the u^rer s y y^ P 

ceedings were perhaps less furtive now, but they had all the advantage 
of irregularity^ For although the legal maximum may ha e be n 
observed in commercial circles, there is no doubt at all that it represent 

an almost unobtainable minimum for the ma, °" \ , t pro fit 

Security the usurer in Eastward Ho! is ‘content with -od ^ P roht 
thirty or forty in the hundred? and Misselden informs us that there was 

‘not only to per cent usury, but 20, 3°, 4 ° P er ctn , t j iat on 

cento per annum given and taken on P '’.S” ^unlikely’that the poor 
poor people’s labour, in London especial y . 

- thedass that goes to the pawnshop - got any pro 

la ^ • I 1 • y A M | interest s And of course there 

to borrow a shilling at a penny a month interest. Ana . truck ’ 

were other tricks. ‘Taking up on commodity - the equm 

and compulsory dealing at a firm's store, ,n the nine eenth and twen 

tieth cenwries - was an expedient to which no, » l r “ 
forced ,0 resort: ‘As young Inns of Court gentlemen take up satins^n # 

other vanities for 

This is merely an example of profiteering m a luxury trade, frequently 

1. See Tawncy, Wilson, pp. 30 on ita i SC e above, pp. 59 . 6 l ~ 3 - 

2. For the ’indirect dependence of the sma ^ j ra de (1622), p. 3 «* 

3. Eastward Hoi (1605), n, i«i- F E T.S., PP- 49 ~ 5 °- 

5. Sec Crowley, On'and Thirty Ep,grams (.550 , Wor\s, E.t.l.s PP ^ 

You shall (said this broker) 

lend but for a months day, 

And be sure of 

a sufficient gage alway . . . 

Then must you be sure 
that your interest be 
One penny for a shilling 

and three pence for three. 

So by the year's end, 

Twelve months give twelve pence. . . . 

6. Peter Chambcrlen, We Poor Man’s Advoca,' (.649), p. . 7 - 

III 



THE AGE OF JONSON 

it was a condition of a loan that part of it should be received in com¬ 
modities - ‘trash, as fire-shovels, brown paper, modey cloak-bags, etc.... 
which scarce yield the third part of the sum for which they take them 
up. 1 2 3 It was no exaggeration to say that usury was ‘the city s scourge. 
The perplexity that it caused was due to the transitional nature of credit 
transactions. Its prominence in popular literature was due to the fact 
that the usurer was a familiar figure whose transactions were not yet 
disguised under the impersonal mechanism of modern society which he 
was helping to form. 

When Ehrenberg said that ‘the force of money in determining the 
course of the world’s history meets us at every turn at this period, he 
was pointing to the European wars of the sixteenth century and the 
dependence of princes on the financier; but his remark applies with 
equal force to the everyday lives of Englishmen in the early seventeenth 
century. 


POVERTY, UNEMPLOYMENT, AND TRADE DEPRESSIONS 

The widespread poverty of the Middle Ages was something, as it were, 
in the nature of things, due above all to man’s immediate dependence 
upon the seasons. From the sixteenth century onwards poverty appears 
more and more clearly as man-made; that is, it can be traced to those 
forms of economic organization that made possible the enrichment of a 
small minority, and from its beginning the ‘economy of abundance’ has 
had an obverse side; enclosures, that sent the value of land soaring, the 
price revolution, that made fortunes in the City, the general economic 
expansion th -*■ laid the foundations for the Industrial Revolution, were 
related to the !w poverty as cause and effect. 

What we vaguely call the working class is bound to suffer a loss of 
real income during a period of profit inflation. Such a period, we have 
seen, was the six or seven decades from about 1570 onwards. In spite of 
government attempts to adjust wages to prices by means of the 

1. Dckker, The Sc deadly Sins of London (1606), Non-Dramatic \Vor\s, 1, p. 60. 
Cf. hobby-horses, nclls and lutestrings’, News from Hell (1606), ibid., 11, p. 108. 
Sec also lawney, Wilson, pp. 34-5; and p. 63 above ('Commodity' dealings in the 
Stannaries). 

2. R. brathwait, /1 Strappado for the Dwell (1615, cd. Ebsworth), p. 20. The con¬ 
temporary '’d.- towards usury is discussed in Chapter 4. 

3. Capital and Finance in the Age of the Renaissance, p. 98. 
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machinery provided by the Statute of Artificers (1563) there was in- 
evitably a serious lag. 

It is clear (says Unwin) that wages were not raised in the same proportion 

whea^w'as^lways^at'leasf three 0 !/four^times 1 a/h^glT^jhe.ajer^^of^he 

nrrthoVof k££ 

" SSTbSt a'p'eiiny^the wanner w^dd find it hard .0 
keep a house over his head and bring up a family on sixpence day 

It is only occasionally, as in the cases arising out of the silver thread 

monopoly, that we get glimpses of the eoonorri h een little better 
industrial workers, but the condition of many can havebeen Meb« _ 

than that of factory hands in the rnineteenth^"Wr^ h g ^ 
particularly the government of Elizabeth and Charles ^ 

but as we have seen the machinery of regu workers in iron, 

larger capitalists, and the= coal, lead^and un mine s, ^ ^ 

copper, pewter, glass, alum, the ^ immed iate masters. 

rarely had an opportunity of appea g V their‘independence’ 

As for those employed in the domestic mdustr « the« P ^ 

was mainly nominal, since their fortunes depended enur y P 

-ivr wL,«—~ *£%££; 52 

could not rely, or could rely only ^ ^ enormous complex 

cultural pursuits. We touch here, of » P , r enclosures for 

of problems created by the enclosures. From .he first, endosur ^ 

sheep-farming involved not only a su s ‘ ’ A ’ and dise ase had 

plete deprivation of the means of earn g 1 of the 

created many beggars in the Middle g > * q{ \ hc popu i a tion, 

able-bodied, the pauperization o^ ■' S ^ sixte enth 

became a permanent feature of the 

century. ,r ^ave j-^n sufficient to 

The enclosure movement would, by itsel , 

, . 1 p Svmcs gives it as his opinion that during 

1. Shakespeare's England, i, p. 33 >- J- , , y , nater i a l condition of the labouring class 

the last twenty years of Elizabeth s reig , ^ 

was actually deteriorating- (Social Eng an , nL 4 '. scrni . pau pers-(op. cit., pp. 33 1 " 2 )- 

2. Unwin describes the poor spinners and weavers i 
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create the needs which the Elizabethan Poor Law attempted to meet. 
But the dislocation caused by the enclosures combined with the rapid 
expansion of industry to create a situation which called for more radical 
measures. They were measures, of course, which the most enlightened 
statesman could not have carried out at that time, and it is foolish to 
su gg es t alternatives to the admirable attempts of Burghley. But his 
solution presupposed a ‘normal’ state of affairs, which had been dis¬ 
turbed, and to which it was possible to return, whereas the country had 
now entered on a phase of economic development in which trade fluctua¬ 
tions, the recurrence of ‘depressions’, and industrial unemployment, 
were inherent. 1 

It is only recently that this aspect of Elizabethan-Jacobean life has 
been brought into prominence. 2 Dr Lipson has pointed out that ‘com¬ 
mercial crises have been a feature of the economic system at least from 
the sixteenth century, and the Industrial Revolution only intensified, it 
did not create, the phenomenon of trade depressions.’ 3 ‘England’s com¬ 
merce, in becoming world-wide, found itself exposed to the vicissitudes 
of a world economy,’ 4 and to the medieval scourges, plague and dearth, 
was added the uncertainty of employment brought about by the fluctua¬ 
tions of foreign trade. 

Elizabeth’s economic policy was from the first a brave attempt to 
reach an impossible equilibrium. 5 At the beginning of her reign her 

1. The limitations of the Elizabethan Poor Law are brought out by the history of the 
seventeenth century. In the first place it demanded efficient supervision by the central 
government, a supervision that was relaxed after the Civil War; and it culminated logically 
in the Settlement Act of 1662, which in turn was replaced by a number of hand-to-mouth 
expedients when it was found to conflict with the demand of industry for mobile labour 
in the eighteenth century. 

2. In a book published forty years ago Professor Cheyncy remarked that by the end of 

the sixteenth century, ‘A mo:- satisfactory equilibrium in economic production . . . seems 
to have been attained, and listrcss and disorder subsided correspondingly. In the great 
mass of Elizabethan and Jacobean literature there is far less mention of social discontent 
than in the scanty pages of the prose and verse of the time of Henry VIII and Edward VI’ 
(Social Changes in England in the Sixteenth Century, p. 104). In his History of England 
from the Defeat of the Ar j.da to 'he Death of Elizabeth, 11 (1926), p. 35, he describes 
the turbulence of the uts 1596—7: ‘There was . . . the whole miserable mass of 
distress, crime, and vagabondage that crowded the gallows, prisons, streets, and high¬ 
ways of the time. Unemployment was frequent, poverty was everywhere, enclosures were 
depriving the small farmer of his livelihood ... and the problem of feeding the people 
and keeping them orderly was, although intensified in these years of scarcity, a constant 
and largely unsolved problem.’ 3. Lipson, 1 j, p. 64. 4. Lipson, in, p. 294. 

5. The general fluctuations, from 1558 to the end of the seventeenth century, are 
tabulated by Stott, 1, pp. 465—7. 
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ministers had to contend with difficulties caused by a 

coinage and the interruption of the trade with Flanders, in addition to 

those caused by plague and bad harvests The ten “ 

im onwards were generally prosperous, but from 1586 unul the end 

her reign economic expansion was accompanied by a Q S ^ c ^°^ h s ain 

depressions at home, brought about large y y g 

and the closing of continental markets under to con 

Sh'-r.l t i *** »* ^ 

of the city was descrtbed as being much -P-^nd 
greatly diminished'.* Plague, ^ 

throughout the nineties, and in 3 ( . . l a commercial 

one of the most virulent outbreaks was accompanied by a comm 

The troubles of the later part ofElizabeth s "If^aUamlso^the 
ascribed to natural causes on the one han an P f ^ w h Q le 

other - though the tmmedtate effect of war on the welfare oi: ^ 

country is itself significant. The increasing p p Y de p re$sion 0 f 
nomic causes, however, can be Mustraxc & the country was 

1620-4. For the first ten years or so oi)^sJ ^ find _ 

officially ‘prosperous ; that is to say, and industrial 

,. g p,X 5 ,le to— fcr *•»« ” “r x-- — 

projects, though - as the history nro fi te ering. In 1614 came the 

progress was accompanied by waste an p ^ complete 

cloth-finishing scheme which rcsu te two> ye^ abandoned 

disorganization of the cloth ^ 

in 1617 the Dutch cloth merchants bad . W ^ Merchant 

turing English markets, and by 1 20 ^ ^ been seven years pre- 

Adventurers was little more than wool ^ 

viously. 3 a major crisis was developing. Not only w 


1. Scott, 1, p. 100; cf. Lipson^iH.PP- 33 ^ cmbcr ^ it was rep ortcd that 38, 3 

2. ‘During the year December 1602 to bcing dose on one-quarter of the 

persons had died of the pestilence m Londo K othcr inha bitants had 

estimated population at that time. wa dcS as -having utterly ceased” for 

Red to escape the risk of infection, and trade was dcscrib 

a period of almost six ‘i^dand Company had declined to one-thtrd o 

their former bulk - ibid., p. 1 ^ 9 - 
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slow to recover, 1 the general industry of the country had to bear the 
burden, first, of increased customs duties and the peculation of the 
farmers of the customs, 2 and secondly of the whole monopoly system 
which, in its manipulation for the sake of private profit, was now, it is 
safe to say, fairly throttling the common good of the country. The 
economic writers of the period 1620-4 are unanimous in declaring that 
there was a ‘general decay’ of trade. 3 Scott describes the prevailing 
symptoms: 

Markets and fairs were sparsely attended, prices for cattle and wool were 
low, weavers and agricultural labourers were out of work. There was neces¬ 
sarily a great increase in pauperism; and, as the crisis developed, there were 
‘mutinies’ of the unemployed. At Bath, for instance, the clothiers were 
‘much decayed’, and many of the weavers were being supported by the city. 
In Gloucester, by 1622, the trade was described as ‘growing worse and 
worse’. The local authorities were unable to relieve ‘the infinite number’ of 
those out of work. Many of these ‘were in case to starve as their faces did 
manifest, and they so far oppressed those parts, wherein they lived, that the 
abler sort of people there were not able longer to maintain the same.’ Cloth- 
makers, who kept their looms running, only paid the weavers is. a week in 
1622; and, even under these conditions, the work was carried on at a loss, 
since in some districts cloth was ‘almost valueless’. Bankruptcies were 
multiplying... . 4 

In 1625 trade began to improve, but the depression was ‘a phenome¬ 
non destined to become a recurring feature of England’s industrial 
development’. 5 There is no need to trace the repeated crises of the re- 

!• The members of the old Merchant Adventurers’ Company ‘had to pay some ,£70,000 
in bribes to secure a new charter; and those who provided the money recouped them¬ 
selves by a tax or impos >n deducted from the price offered to the clothiers' (ibid., 
P- 169). 2. ibid., p. 181. 

3. Missclden, Free Trade ^622), Sig. A 3, v. ‘For what is at this time more enquired 
after than the causes of the decay of trade?’ (ibid., p. 4). 

4. Scott, 1, p. 167. In 1624, 12,000 weavers were out of work - ibid., p. 180. ‘In one 
Wiltshire town forty-four looms stood idle for half a year — “by which means eight 
hundred persons, twenty at the least for each loom in weaving, spinning, and spooling, 
arc now miserab distressed for want of employment”. The distress was general through¬ 
out the kingd. ‘The whole commonwealth suffereth,” said a royal edict. Many 
thousands of spinners, weavers, fullers and cloth-workers were affected, and disturbances 
seemed likely. . . . The unemployed went in groups to the houses of the rich, demanding 
food and money, and seized provisions in the market-place* (Lipson, in, pp. 305-6). The 
depression resulted in the setting-up of the first commission on unemployment. 

5. Li: in, p. 309. 
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mainder of the Stuart period; the only point to be made is that by now 

England had entered on the stage of economic development 

welfare of thousands was dependent upon the movement of a large 
national and international market. For the ma,or d fP ress10 "^" 
the only cause of unemployment. ‘Even in normal 
fluctuations were apparently a permanent eature o 
situation. ... There were always times in the 'vhen many weav 
were out of work, and probably no clothier could keep all h « 
occupied the whole year round.’ ' And apart from the wooUen ndusuy 
what happened, one wonders, to the miners whom Sir Buhne 

gathered about him, when the mines in a district were shut down to ^ 
alum workers in the period of disorganization under I n gram, or ^ 
generally, to the unskilled labourers who were already drifMg ^ 
larger towns.' The answer can be supplied from our own times, for the 

1. Upson, u, P- 64. In the W«« Count,, » « £ 

ployed for several months; and, speaking gent y. . . ,| b jj p. 65). 

less continuous employment than the modern ac, ^ ry /' 1> | d b com mentcd on here. 

2. The enormous growth of London and « Ac«.d ^ 

London, ’embracing about one-tenth of the w 1 P 1 nQt on | y t he trading facilities 

of the foreign trade of England' (Lipson, 11, p- 2 49 ^ . ,, sorts " flocked to London 

that attracted newcomers. 'A "great concourse 0 pcop , ()hn Howes (I 5 « 7 ) V oulhs 

from every part of the kingdom. It drawn u ’ . •• wan nng wars to employ 

"which spent Michaelmas rent in Midsummer moon sold.er ^ p ^ This 

them", mastcrless men, lusty rogues and of thc ,„„st miserable slum 

points to the increasing difficulty of poor relic "[ n t he second place it emphasizes 

conditions - described by Cunningham, >>. PP- 3 12 ' . y nw jn points out that, 

the increasing impersonality of business re ations. 0 members of the leather 

in thc year 1619 it was stated that there were no ^ London whilst there were 

trades, and those glovers only, residing wit n outside to the number of 3.000. 

glovers, leather-dressers, vellum and pare me thc tra dcr and the craftsman, 

This migration widened thc breach already ma c a s i n gle organization. It 

and made it impossible for both to combine sans ac au thoritv by the companies 

placed great difficulties in thc way of the exercise o mad<; t hc nominal share of the 
over thc industries they were supposed to regu ate. , a reality’ (Industrial 

handicraft members in the company's freedom less and 

Organization, p. 128). proclamations, whilst its monopoly of 

The growth of London was thc sub)cct of many | 

thc main share of England's trade was often comp aine ^ an j Q ur halls become 

'Our trades do meet in Companies, our >mp p ra f ts an fl Mysteries arc so laid up 
monopolies of freedom, tied to London : w ere a o ^ land, men live by trades they 
together, that outrunning all thc wisdom an prut ulLt ^ our ’ crcc g s scc k to one river, 
never learned, nor scck to understand. By means w ’ ^ ^ ouf towns m akc but one 

all our rivers run to one port, all our P ort ' ,OI " l ° "”dv and disorderly Babel of buildings, 
city, and all our cities but suburbs to one . , . Alphabet, 1608, Sig. L i. v). 

which thc world calls London' (T. Millcs, The Customer , 
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symptoms of economic disease that we meet with in the early seventeenth 
century are similar in kind, though not in extent or intensity, to those 
of the present day. 

In the depression of 1620-4 the clothiers were exhorted by the Privy 
Council to keep their men employed, even at a loss to themselves. In 
some cases the justices bore testimony that the employers recognized 
their responsibilities. ‘The clothiers here do yet continue to keep their 
poor in work as in former times they have done, although it hath been 
to their great losses; and so they are contented to do as long as they may 
occupy their trade without undoing of themselves.’ 1 But a sense of 
responsibility of this kind was already, to a large extent, a relic of the 
past, and that it was kept alive at all was largely due to the supervision 
of the central government. There were benevolent employers in the 
eighteenth century, and later, but by the reign of James I the main 
driving force in industry was the desire for profit. ‘Even as a spider hath 
the best quality of feeling (said Malynes) sitting with the head down¬ 
wards in her circular web ... even so have all men (but most especially 
worldlings looking downwards with the kite) an action and feeling of 
their benefit and gain, which ruleth the course of trade in general, by 
good direction to be observed therein.’ 2 It was the ‘good direction’ that 
was so often lacking, even when there was the will to find it; for the 
most part men were employed only so long as their work was imme¬ 
diately profitable to their employers. 

Finally, the problems of employment and the attempts to meet them 
serve to remind us that the period was, peculiarly, a period of transition. 
1 he modern forms of social and economic organization that were grow¬ 
ing ou. of the older, local, organization of agriculture, trade, and in¬ 
dustry, \ *re not yet sufficiently developed to appear ‘normal’, or indeed 
to be susceptible to complete analysis. To those who considered the 
newer problems the norm still appeared to be a stable equilibrium within 
which each man would ‘walk contentedly in his vocation’. But that 
comparative stability was fast disintegrating. 

1. Lipson. m, p. 307. 

2 The Centre of the Circle of Commerce (1623), chap, iii, ‘That gain is the Centre 
of the Circle of Commerce’, p. 44. 



CHAPTER FOUR 


Social Theory 


The contemporary accounts used in illustrate of the economic and 
social changes of the sixteenth century have perhaps indicated the » 
in which men regarded those changes, the attitudes and jde s dte 
brought to bear. But the current conceptions of 'the good h e of man 
social relationships, his rights and dut.es, need a more exphcn formuh 

tion; we have to explore further in the attempt to is h 

the web of beliefs and prejud.ces, aversions and sympath.e which con 

stituted the social attitudes of, say, a fairly 

audience of Volpone or A New Way to Pay Old Deb g 

we can take for granted. One is that his opinions were nc^ hkely m be 

very different from those of his grandfather or grea 'P illustrati ’ f rom 

long as there is no contrary evidence we are jus 1 e 

the records of the previous century. 2 We can assume, too that ^ 

much matter from which rank of society this represen spoke, 

drawn. National taste was remarkably k°™ g ^° U ’ neral sen timents; 
roughly, the same language, and shared the sam g d 

there was no insuperabk bar between ‘educated' and 

above all, the majority of men still thought in terms of a small locality 

.. The start, unavoidably, from Ur 7 ?™^. p,cf'i!n"be"flmihaf wd^it, i’nd have 
I have assumed that anyone likely to read this P Quotation or summary, 

contented myself, where possible, with unwr i„en lore which, in the age 

2. It is important to remember the part \ > > j_ wn £ rom f at hcr to son, and 

before books and newspapers were abundant, was , g Fuller on proverbs, 

which still, perhaps, constitutes a large part of country wrsdom. lhcm him5C , f> 

The Holy State, Book t, chap vi, 3 = The ^ by Solomon 

entails his parents’ precepts on his posterity. q £ c i ot hcs, which serves but 

(Prov. i, 9 ) compared to frontlets and chains• havc jn them a rca l lasting worth, 

one, and quickly wears out, or out of fash ) _ continuity of sixteenth-century 

and arc bequeathed as legacies to another age. an< j passim. 

and medieval social theory sec Tawney, op. c,t -» .PP* ’ ’ romances at the top (and 

3. Even allowing for such things as the horrors and platitudes at the 

they very soon reached the populace) and 

bottom of the scale. 
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In Elizabeth’s reign, and earlier, there was certainly in existence some¬ 
thing that can only be called a national spirit. But English civilization in 
the early seventeenth century was still, very largely, a local civilization, 
based on local pieties, local traditions and knowledge. Even London re¬ 
tained many of the characteristics of a small market town. 1 

The fact that men lived together in small local communities helps to 
explain the moral emphasis of medieval social thought. Dr Heckscher 
remarks that ‘the history of the Middle Ages certainly proves that people 
can live in much more restricted units of society, held together and tied 
to a larger cultural circle by means of one chiefly spiritual bond. Not 
only is such a life physically possible, but, in it, human problems can be 
truly perceived which in larger social structures must more or less neces¬ 
sarily be sacrificed.’ 2 In a small community in which most of the work 
that serves everyday needs is carried on, it is impossible to think of 
economic processes as ‘impersonal’. On the contrary, buying and selling 
and every economic activity is likely to be regarded simply as ‘a case of 
neighbourly or unncighbourly conduct’. 3 By the end of Elizabeth’s reign 
the growing impersonality of business was already creating a new 
temper. But the old survived; God was still ‘the clerk of the market’, 4 
and the exhortation, ‘Do as you would be done by’, which forms the 
burden of Crowley’s ‘ I he Merchant’s Lesson’,’’ is, a hundred years later, 
the conclusion of Fuller’s chapter on ‘The Good Merchant’: ‘Take our 
Saviour s wholesale rule: “whatsoever ye would have men do unto you, 
do you unto them; for this is the law and the prophets” ’. 6 


1. See Appendix A, 'Elizabethan Prose'. 

2. Mcruinnlism, i. p. 42. Cf. Whatelcy, A Bride Bush (1623). p. 43: ‘Why do we love 
those of our own family more than others, and those of our own town, and of our own 
street usually v mless quarrels fall out) more than those that arc further removed in 
habitation 5 but because we have more occasions of familiar conversing with them'. Con¬ 
trast the impersonal.ty of modern suburban life. 


3. uuru\, op. ci , p. 5s. It w.’j noted against the encloscrs that they split up the old 

P, J ^\ u, " unun ‘ t >_■ '’is community of dwelling, encloscrs do sometimes take away in 

s ' ,urL '• tf,r 11 u ’ifi have no man almost dwell near them. We may see many 

o t ur ouses built ‘e, like ravens nests, no birds building near them' (Francis 

1 rigge, Humble Bar ■ / Two Sisters (1603), quoted by Cheyney, Social Changes in the 

Sixteenth Century , r m 77 6 

4 R ° bm Cro " One and Thirty Epigrams (1550), Select Works (E.E.T.S.), cd. 
). M. Cowpcr, p. 34. ^ v 7 

X ™fj ’- r Ust 7 '""f" 0 S 5 »). ibid., p. go. 

in rh,-W-’-r > * . U , ' > \ lba P- xv “- The way in which economic thought 

the form'll CCn i T S1 ° l tluou>:1 ' W,t ^ mora! considerations is seen in almost all 
the formal documents of the period. Cecil (?). for example, drawing up an industrial pro- 
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These general moral considerations were, perhaps, all thatserved the 
majority ? of men in their everyday economic dealings. But behindhem 
ready as it were, to be brought into consciousness when occasion 
prompted, was a more clearly articulated body of assumpuons. in formal 

theory the underlying conception was one of unlt Y’“ nc , m 
portion. ‘The body politic’ had no, yet become a submerged metaphor 

and, encouraged by the teaching of the Church, men saw 

organism composed of different but not independent P 

sage in ‘King Edward’s Remains’ (almost as well known » M " fl S 

speech in Coriolanus and Ulysses’ ‘order speech in rot 

illustrates this: 

This *, ... .,«»« .1 .»« -t ■ 

that every part do obey one head, or govern , the 

body obey the head, agree among themselves and on no,P 

other through greediness, but that we see that order, moderat 

reason, bridle the affections. 1 

This thought is persistent, and it is ™P°»ible j within the 

ture of the time without meeting it. overthrow was 

realm amongst the several members o t e , f osscss i on s 

attributed to the direct influence of the devilfamily. 3 
was impossible, but a kingdom shou , care t0 sprinkle 

Even the writer of a manual for ^ us '°™ Nature U Order’, and 

his pages with maxims such as 1 n > f ^ t he Rules 

remarked that ‘All things in Nature do ten to p of the Xudors 

of Order and degrees of Goodness’/ The rmgove ^ ^ period of 
was, we may say, an expression of of further outbreaks 

feudal dissension was too near in time, b , The Wars 

too pressing , for men to ignore the value of internal ^ ^ 

gramme early in Elizabeth’s reign, has: so by the h . nc$s 0 f the times no other 
Teduced to obedience to the Prince and to God also; ain . whereby the refor- 
remedy is lefr but by awe of law to acquaint men amctldmcnt of manners, the want 
mation of religion may be brought in credit, wi ... f the Gospel, etc.’ (T. an 

whereof hath been imputed as a thing grown by the liberty 

P., i, p. 325). . . c about the Reformation of Many Abuses , 

1. ‘King Edward (VI)’s Remains. A Discourse 

Burnet, History of the Reformation (cd. N. oc ° C 7 '’ r„ 2 n d (.601), Epistle Dedicatory, 

2. G. dc Malyncs, Merchant, Saint George jor i 

Sig. Ai, v, „/»«//'< Corn won wealth (16° i). 

3 4 . xivd j ^ „«>. *. F .. and ** f 
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of the Roses, said Hall, should be kept in mind as a perpetual example, 
‘so that all men, more clearer than the sun, may apparently perceive that 
as by discord great things decay and fall to ruin, so the same by concord 
be revived and erected.’ 

Concord, not equality. Differences of rank and status were accepted 
as part of the natural order. One of those miscellanies, so popular in the 
seventeenth century, that combined amusement and instruction for (I 
should imagine) the lower middle classes, has the following representa¬ 
tive little homily: 

Let each be subject to’s Superior. 

For it would breed confusion in the land, 

If people did admit of no command, 

But like a Plato’s Commonwealth, should be 
Subject to none, but in equality. 

Therefore the Lord who of his grace doth love us 
Hath ranked some below us, some above us. 

Above us that we might be cautioned thence 
To show unto them due obedience. 

Below us, that we might thereby express, 

To them our love, to God our thankfulness, 

Our love, that we might our affection show, 

In love to them that ranked are so low.... 

In this same decent comely order then 
Of high and low, great and inferior men, 

Thou ranked art. 1 

The system thus advocated was not, of course, a rigid caste system, 2 but 

1. Richard Brathwait, A Strappado for the Devil (1615, cd. J. W. Ebsworth), p. 231. 

Brathvvait is here addressing ‘The Tenant'; the previous rhyme, ‘To the Landlord', is a 
plea that landlords should not oppress their poor tenants. Complaints of extravagance in 
dress arc frequently coupled with complaints that degree, or decorum, is not observed. 
Cf. Latimer, Sermons (P ker .Society), 1, p. 252; Becon, Worlds (Parker Society), 1, p. 34 ^ 
(‘Neither ought any woman to go apparelled otherwise than their degree and state require , 
etc.). A representative passage from the Jacobean period is: ‘This therefore may well 
be avowed by the rule of -.n sobriety : that a woman (neither exceeding the decency 

of fashion, nor going beyond the limits of her own estate, nor surpassing the bounds of 
her husband's calling) but that such a woman may wear anything’ (Rich, My Lady s 
Looking Glass , 1616, p. 41). 

2. See G. M. Trevelyan, England under the Sttuirts , p. 20. Side by side with the dis¬ 
like of 'new men vho rose suddenly out of their proper station was a recognition that 
social advancement was possible and desirable. Both Harrison and Fuller accept the fact 
that yeoi. .n often became gentlemen (Description of England , Book 11, chap. v. Holy 
Statey Book 11, chap, xviii - A yeoman ‘is a gentleman in ore, whom the next age may 
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moralists and statesmen were agreed that an ordered system^ oj^social 

classes must be preserved, and the whole of e a. t j, at 

industrial legislation aimed at preserving that g radat ‘° 

was the foundation of a well-ordered commonwealth. And it was 

merely a way of ‘keeping the poor in their place . 

No one (says Dr Tawney) who reads the write, by 
problem is discussed can fail to notice t at t e favourable to the 

system of agrarian relationships was on t e w expressed in the 

small man, and was, indeed, not very lerentjo^e, ^ ^ aut horities 

demands of the peasants themselves. N , neasants but that 

had any intention of depressing land or s or raib ^ a certa j n 

the whole established system of governmen tenc j ec j to maintain 

organization of social life, and th ^ t t e 0Ve on thc WO rk of the 

that organization in maintaining itself and carryi g 

State. 1 

This conception of degree was usually formulated in terms of walking 
in one’s vocation’ - something more positive t an 

God bless the squire and his relations 
And keep us in our proper stations. 

‘As there is no part admitted in the body that doth not work and take 
pain’, said King Edward, ‘so ought there no part of the commonwe 

to be but laboursome in his vocation. 

First walk in thy vocation, 

And do not seek thy lot to change 

is the burden of Crowley’s Voice of the Lust Trumpet 

t-% '.-*3 * 

in thy calling’. 3 Fifty years later Malyncs tract 
describing how the Dragon (usury) 

see refined; and is the wax capable of a gentle ' m P r ( CS *'°"’ . - t was common for the 
it’). And not only did merchants enter the ranks olt «■ b ^ ci , and Fuller, Holy 
younger sons of landed families to engage in trac c, see ’ p u || cr ’ s work there is the 

State, Book n, chap, xv, ’The Younger Brother . But behi. 

conception of an ordered system of classes. 

i The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century , p. 34 • 

2. Burnet, History of the Reformation, v, p. 9 8 - 
3 Crowley, Select Worlds, pp. 57-104. 
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over thro weth the harmony of the strings of the good government of a 
commonwealth, by too much enriching some, and by oppressing and im¬ 
poverishing some others, bringing the instrument out of tune: when as 
every member of the same should live contented in his vocation and execute 
his charge according to his profession. 1 2 3 

There are, says the same writer, two prime necessities - equality of trade 
between nations, and ‘concord amongst the members of a common¬ 
wealth’, 

when every member thereof doth live contentedly and proportionably in his 
vocation. Both these are brought to confusion and utter destruction by means 
of this Dragon, a monster found out by covetousness, the root of all evil, 
whereto ambition is annexed which moveth sedition and civil war.* 

Brathwait’s English Gentleman (1631), which, together with his English 
Gentlewoman , was a lengthy attempt to do for the middle classes what 
Peacham's Com pleat Gentleman had done for the upper, devotes a com¬ 
plete section to ‘Vocation’, which makes explicit the connexion with 
honourable labour. 

Now that there is a necessity of Vocation enjoined all, of what rank or 
degree soever, we may prove by many frequent places of Scripture, in¬ 
veighing against idleness, and commending employment unto us. (Quota¬ 
tions from Ezekiel, Proverbs, Ecclesiasticus, the Epistles to the Thessa- 
lonians, anil to Timothy, follow.) Again, that express charge given by 
the Apostle touching every one’s distinct profession or vocation: Let every 
man abide in the same vocation wherein he was called. See here how much 
idleness is condemned, and labour commended; the former being the 
moth t of all vices, the latter a cheerer, cherisher, and supporter of all 
virtue 


The passage is interesting since it shows the continuity between the Puri¬ 
tan conception of ‘the calling’ and the medieval insistence on degree. ‘A 

1. Malyncs, Saint George for England (1601), To the Reader. ’For albeit that equality 
would be the cause that every man should have enough, which made some of opinion 
that goods ought to be in jtnmon : yet forasmuch as the same was never used or estab¬ 
lished in any age, reason requireth that, according to the course of humane affairs, all 
things should /overned in the best anil most assured manner that can be devised, 
and as it wer * ding a certainty even in uncertainties, which is called 

2. loc. cit 

3. Richard :>raihwait, The English Gentleman (edn of 1633), pp. 106—7. 

I2 4 
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peculiar vocation is deputed to every one in this pjlgnmaF: of hun^n 
frailty’, 1 and if each man would keep to h.s own the d^ensrons of the 
world would soon be cured. ‘O what a golden age were this when ea 
nerforming a mumal office unto other, might so support one another, as 

£ one Wanted, might be supplied by another.’ * 

is here pointing to the necessity of each man keeping 

rather than to his own social rank; bu, the two concepnons - of a prope 

status, and of a particular kind of work to be done- - ™ ns 

mentary. And rank, it is insisted, does not 

of a calling: ‘The higher place the heavier charge ,a, dN ^ ^ 

exempted from a calling than great men. P g # 
which Henry Percy wrote for his son will serve as a sum y • 

There are certain works fit for every vocation; some for 

noblemen; some for gentlemen; some for artificers, so be used 

some for beggars; all are good to be known y evc ^ ’ the com . 

by everyone. If everyone play his part well, t at is which is fit 

monwealth will be happy-; if not then will it be deformed, but which 

for everyone, quaere ? 4 

Few, however, were as sceptical as the imprisoned Earl of Northumber- 
land. 

For one brought up on nineteenth-century which 

equality’ it is, perhaps hard to see the vir clergyman , lawyer, 

accepted as axiomatic that each man tinke , ’ ° i ve d in 

nobleman - had his proper place, and that e was We 

fulfilling the vocation to which his birth seeme to ire • 
leave aside the question of what legal freedom and 
practice today; what we have to remember is t at in e which 

tury the conception of degree formed part of a system o g 
stressed social responsibility as well as acquiescence in one s maten 

fortunes. 

1. ibid., p. 123. 

2. ibid., p. 121. 

3. The English Gentleman, p. 115- Harrison), p. 119* ° n the kindrcd 

4. Henry Percy, Advice to his Son (1609 ed. G. . ^ England, 1, pp- 3 * 4 - 5 ; 

principle of ‘One man, one trade’, sec Unwin, f rv ^|i ustra tion, T. and P., i, PP* 
Cheyncy, Social CHan g c S , p. 5 6: and or —^ TSoa' - 

1*6-40 C A controversy between the Painters and P 
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The state was an organism (an extension of the family or the gild- 
brotherhood), and it was the duty of each part to serve the purpose of 
the whole. This may seem a commonplace, but for a proper understand¬ 
ing of early seventeenth-century thought it is essential to realize how 
complete is the antithesis that it offers to the doctrine of laissez-faire , 
with its underlying principle that ‘Man’s self-love is God’s Providence. 
Those who set their own interests before the common welfare were 
moral offenders, and nothing is more common in the economic writings 
of the time than the expressed opposition between public good and 
private profit. To describe a class of men as ‘a kind of people 
aiming only at their own profit’ 1 was sufficient to condemn them in 
the eyes of the right-thinking, and the Tudor bugbears - forestalled 
regrators, and engrossers - were noted for their ‘wicked and un- 
satiable greediness’ in ‘preferring their own private gain above the 
public good’. 2 

The insistence on this opposition - on the prior claim of the public 
good - was inherited from the Middle Ages; it survived throughout the 
sixteeenth century, and it only decayed when the seventeenth century 
was well advanced. It is found - to take a few random examples - in the 
complaint of the London Founders in 1507 against a Warden of their 
Company who was said to have dealt unfairly, ‘subtly intending his own 
singular lucre and the utter undoing’ of the rest of the brotherhood; 3 in 
a proclamation concerning the price of sugar in 1544, when scarcity was 
attributed to ‘the greedy appetites and affections of such as have the same 
sugar’, and to the ‘crafty conspiracies between them and other for their 
regular avail and lucre’: 4 in a (draft) bill of 1593 which condemned 
‘divers evil disposed persons, commonly called yarn choppers or jobbers 
of woollen yarn’, since, ‘wanting the fear of God, and caring only for 
their own private gain, without having any regard of the maintenance 
of the commonwealth’, they bought up yarn and sold it at ‘unreasonable 
prices’; such were ‘drones, idle members, and evil weeds in a common¬ 
wealth.' ’ The expressed antithesis became almost an official formula 
(it occurs frequently in the drama), and the preambles of statutes made 
to regulate trade and industry were as likely as not to hold up for 

1. A letter of the Lord Mayor and Court of Aldermen (1623) concerning cloth factors, 
quoted by Lipson, 11, p. 27. 

2. Proclamation of 1598, quoted by Lipson, 11, p. 432. 

3. T. and P1, p. 103. 4. ibid., p. 147. 
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reprobation the ‘many and sundry covet ° US ^" d '^“detrteent of the 
ing their only lucres and gains ... t g 

commonwealth.’ 1 . accepted maxim 

In the early seventeenth century n was a denuncia . 

that ‘We all cry out on coveuse and private_g • ^ amithesis be- 

tions of evil-doers were couched in term settled far into 

tween self and state: ‘We shall fold ^w selHove ^ ^ 

every man’s heart, and that we s ° 0 * ( ,, Qn ^ fundamental ques- 
freezing coldly, seek not any pu P ’ ^ ^ rule of j ustice and 

tion there was no room for doubt. enriched, and the 

equity be preferred, whereby the c "Tlm? Yes,ques 4 onless.‘ ‘ 
private be abolished, which destroye e g • ^ undeniable 

When a writer of the Protectorate period ‘ wiU do that 

maxim that everyone by the light o natu ^ h<; advanceme nt of private 

which makes for his greatest adva " ^ was marking a major 

persons will be the advantage of the publi , 

breach with the past. f • i t heory in the age 

I do not think we can doubt that aaual condltio ns of life in 

of Shakespeare and Jonson derive ^ traditional teaching 

small communities on the one han , rnm u; ne( i to foster a sense of 
of the Church on the other. Both o t es ^ k cen £ urt her en- 

responsibility which, in the past at a e ^^ Crowlcy ' s rent-raiser 
couraged by the organization of th g 

™c-- - - i555 ' T ; d 

P 'i P T.T„ d p. , M dor ** 

p. 319 (‘seeking rather their own private g /-We, being beastly minded.. . 

Request of the People of Halstead, c. 159 °). ' > P ’ • J 0 „ t rcg ard of the weal public 
every naan seeking his *553)- 

William Cholmelcy's Project for Dyeing Cloth b 

2. Milles, The Customer's Alphabet (.608), S.g. F 2 , 

3. Greevous Grones for the Poor 0 6:22 )> P‘ 3 * (1621), p- 62. , 

4 Malynes, The Centre of the Circle of Co Enc losure( 1636), p. 9 - q uotcd b \ T^wncy, 
5. Joseph Uc, A vindication of .«tgalatcdI ^ ^ gQod . probab ly mfiuence 

Religion and Capitalism , p. 259. c p th century. Cf. 

the development of ideas of legality in the sevent ^ 

Should take on it the P™\ffovengcof Bussy D’Ambois , in, 0 
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That with his own he might 
Always do as he list, 

he was violating an accepted code. 1 In the next epigram a usurer is 
reproached by a ‘Prophet’. 

‘Why, sir’ (quod this Usurer) 

‘It is my living’. 2 

‘Yes, sir’ (quod this Prophet) 

But it is not your calling; 

You are called to live 
After twenty pound by year, 

And after that rate 
Ye should measure your cheer, 

Till God did increase you 
By his merciful ways, 

By increasing your corn, 

And your cattle in the leys; 

Which increase with your lands 
You are bound to employ, 

To the profit of all them 
That do dwell you by. 

You are not born to yourself, 

Neither may you take 
That thing for your own 
Whereof God did you make 
But steward and bailiff, 

That shall yield a reckoning 
At the Day of Judgement 
For every thing. 

And do ye not doubt, 

But then ye shall know 
Whether ye may your goods 
At your pleasure bestow. 3 

r. One and Thirty Epigrams, Select Worlds, p. 47. 

But immediately, I trow 
This oppressor fell sick 
Of a voice that he heard, 

‘Give account of thy bailiwick’. 

2. Compare Sir Moth Interest in The Magnetic Lady , 11, i: 

That’s my industry. 

As it might be your reading, study, and counsel. 

3. Crowley, Select Worlds, pp. 50-1. The usurer had sold his land in order to set up as 
a money-lender. 
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Here the conceptions of vocation, of reasonable gain, and of duty to one’s 
neighbours are explicitly 

Courtier (1592) the vices of covetousness and pride are similarly opposed 
to the virtues of charity, hospitality, and neighbourly dealing. 

Since men placed their delights in proud looks and brave attire, hos¬ 
pitality was left off, neighbourhood was exiled, conscience was scoffed^^ 

and charity lay frozen in the streets: now upstart gentlemen 

tenance of that their fathers never looked after, raised rents, racked their 

tenants, and imposed great fines. 2 

And the teaching of the pulpit was equally clear: 

Note here (said Latimer), that our Saviour biddeth us to sa ]!» U *‘ 

‘us’ lappeth in all other men with my prayer; °" e t° ay not for 

for another. When I say, ‘Give us this day our daily bread , 1 P J f 

myself only, if I ask as he biddeth me; but I pray for a ot ’ cr ’ q 0( j 

say I not, ‘Our Father, give me this day my daily brea . or - shed 

is not my God alone, he is a common God. And here we e . ^ 

to be friendly, loving, and charitable one to another: or w at 
I cannot say, ‘This is my own’; but I must say, ‘This .s ours • For the wh 

man cannot say, ‘This is mine alone, God hath given it unto m 

own use’. Nor yet hath the poor man any title unto it, to ta e ** a ,j c f 

him. No, the poor man may not do so; for when he ot so, 

I. Cf. ‘The Gcndcman’s Lesson’: 

Thou shall have delight in nothing 
Saving in doing thy duty; 

Which is, under God and thy king, 

To rule them that thou dost dwell by. t raisc rc „ t s 

The Gendeman is not allowed to do as he likes with his own, m 
at will, 

For as thou dost hold of thy king, 

So doth thy tenant hold of thee, 

And is allowed a living 

As well as thou, in his degree. (ibid., P- 9 -) ^ 

2. Greene, Worlds (ed. Grosart), x, p. 209. The old-fashioned honoU r with 

hand, ‘is mortal enemy to pride ... he regardeth hospitality am ^ sortj who praise 
relieving the poor. ... He valucth fame by the report of the t,,m lc nants and 

him for his virtue, justice, liberality, housekeeping and almsdcu s^ an( j praises, 

farmers would, if it might be possible, make him immortal wit 1 ’-^neighbour’s head, but 
He raiseth no rent, racketh no lands . . . buyeth no house , p. 267). 

rcspectcth his country and the commodity thereof, as dear as )> s ^ nc jghbourhood and 

ibid., p. 222 (‘neighbourhood and hospitality’), p. 251 ( * ovv 10 
hospitality’). 

D.S.j.-s 
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afore God and man. But yet the poor man hath title to the rich man’s goods; 

so that the rich man ought to let the poor man have part of his riches to 

elp and to comfort him withal. Therefore when God sendeth unto me 

much, it is not mine, but ours; it is not given unto me alone, but I must 

help my poor neighbours withal. ... The rich man ought to distribute his 

riches abroad amongst the poor: for the rich man is but God’s officer God’s 
treasurer. 1 ’ 

The Church did not confine itself to general exhortation and de¬ 
nunciation. Latimer’s sermons against enclosers, the ‘step-lords’, are well 
known; he denounced usury as ‘wicked before God, be it small or great; 
like as theft is wicked’; 2 and he ‘frankly and liberally, taxed, per- 
stnnged, and openly rebuked before the King’s majesty the peculiar 
faults of certain of his auditors’. 3 One of the Liturgies of Edward VI 
contained a ‘Prayer for Landlords’, that they might not rack rents, 4 and 

he tradition of public responsibility in the Church was still active in 
the time of Laud. 5 


Not on y was there current in the sixteenth century, and later, a con- 
puon of reasonable gam - ‘Content thyself with a living', sell vour 

fh°° dS tr Jt r 3 / eaSOnab ‘ e pnCe ’ 15 Crowle y’ s exhortation to the merchant 11 - 
Lane H, ***** ^ ** C1 -<* was essentially 

humane. Humane, perhaps, ,s not the word to apply to some of the 
sermons of eccles.astical moralists - the medieval madition of the cor! 

-x — r .- 

ibid., p. m” “ ,hC RtadCr ' bcf0rc thc SeCOnd Sermon Poached before Edward VI, 15^9.' 
p.«es onh;tX P ~ rack and" P-Wres, and dwelling. 

y« «k« unreas„„alr fi Lr a :d1„c„ m :raS r Xtar ,S 1 ** ^ ^ b " ds ' " 

let them out to others that the inhih'r i r nncr covctous worldlings, but so 
also hones,I,, “o 11 ,o non^sh ,hei ^ b ' abl ' “ W ■*«rents and 

pace also L ““ T’ ' ' ' Gi « 

house nor couple land to land to * • . * >S 5U ^ c,cnt an ^ n °t joint house to 

in letting out their tenements ll° fothcr : but 50 behave themselves 

into everlasting dwelling-places’ (quotedr ^ ^ may bc rcccivcd 

Select Worlds, p. xxii). M } 1 M ’ Cow P cr » Introduction to Crowley’s 

5. See Religion and Capitalism , pp. , 70 _ 5> 

thc Newcastle (la^MontjSy ^ h^ ^ L ° nd ° n 

same (trade) for their moderate gain with ,nhab,tam *. "bo are not content to use the 
practice seek to increase and augment rhei rCS, , )ect of tbc commonwealth, but by evil 
especially those of the poorer soft’ (T. antnC" pp! ^ ^ **'***'* 
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runtion of the flesh was incompatible with the full implications of a 
Greek (or modern) ‘humanism’. But with regard to riches the continued 
insistence was that they were subordinate to the proper dignity of man. 
To the medieval thinker, says Dr Tawney, 

material riches are necessary; they have a secondary importance, since 
without them men cannot support themselves and help one another. . . . But 
the outer is ordained for the sake of the inner; economic goods are 
instrumental - sicu, quaedam adm.mcula, qu.bus adjuvamur ad ,endendum 
in beatitudincm. it is lawful to desire temporal blessings not putting 
them in the first place, as though setting up our rest ,n them, but regarding 
them as aids to blessedness, inasmuch as they support our corporal life and 
serve as instruments for_acts of virtue.’ Riches, as St Antonio says, exist for 

man, not man for riches. 

This represents also the Anglican temper of the sixteenth century. In 
The Sic{ Mans Salve Becon makes the dying man say: 

I thank the Lord my God, I am as well contented to leave the goods of 
the world, as ever I was to enjoy them. And in this behalf I have to thank 
the Lord my God, that since I came to 'he use of reason, and had any 
worldly possessions at all, I had always made them to serve me, and I 
never served them, but at all times could be contented to depart from them 
whensoever the glory of God and the commodity of my neighbour did 

require. 2 

Riches, indeed, said Latimer, ‘must be had, cum tremore, with fear; for 
it is a dangerous thing to have them.’ 3 

Therefore let us not set our hearts upon the riches of this world, but 

rather f let us labour for our living; and then let us use prayer; then we 
u ra : n of our living Though we have no riches, yet a man may live 
rhom g r nch “s . g And s/you may perceive how the devil useth 

without gr ^es ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ dcslructlon: f or „ c hes are good 

the g of God but you see daily how men abuse them; how they set 

thet^hearts upon'themJforgetting < 2 od and their own sa.vauon There- 
f ' kt n ot this affection take place in your hearts, to be rich. Labour 

for thy 'living, and pray to God, then he will send thee things necessary: 

. Rcliohn and Capital,sm, p. 3 «- The quotation is from Aquinas. 

2 Becon, Works. Prayers, etc. (Parker Society), pp. 116-17. 

3. Sermons (Parker Society), I, P- 477 - 
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though he send not great riches, yet thou must be content withal; for it is 
better to have a sufficient living than to have great riches. 1 

This sketch of sixteenth-century social thought - its insistence on 
degree and on vocation, its subordination of private profit to public 
good, and its suspicion of, if not hostility towards, riches - helps to ex¬ 
plain some of the virtues of the cultural inheritance of Shakespeare s 
contemporaries. 2 It suggests, moreover, what was likely to be the com¬ 
mon attitude towards the ‘new men’ whose rise to wealth and social 
consequence was discussed in the previous chapters. These were not 
content with reasonable gain, they set their own profit before the com¬ 
mon good, and they refused to observe the limitations of degree. They 
were, in short (in practice, if not in theory), individualists, at a time 
when current opinion set the emphasis on community, order, and 
organization. 

For to the account given above must be added the contemporary in¬ 
sistence on an ordered trade and industry. This, as has been shown, was 
something that sprang from the conditions of work in the Middle Ages 
- conditions that were far from being entirely obsolete in the reign of 
James I; and the economic theory thus evolved was in harmony with the 
religious and political theory of the ordered state. 3 For present purposes 
there is no need to distinguish between the accounts given of industrial 
and commercial companies; nor is it necessary to summarize the early 
seventeenth-century debate concerning external (commercial) mono- 


x. ibid., p. 442. Cf. Bishop Hooper, Later Writings (Parker Society), p. 281. 

2. It is worth noting at this point that clerical admonitions in the sixteenth century 
form very much better evidence of general opinion than do the sermons of the nineteenth 
century. Not only were there many clerics in administrative, or semi-administrative, posi¬ 
tions, sermon-going was an important part of the education of the average Elizabethan 
Londoner. 

3. Cf. the arguments summarized by Lipson, 11, p. 237, in favour of the ‘stint’ of trade. 

‘The nominal purpose of the “stint” was equality of opportunity. It was designed to 
ensure that “the benefit of our traffic may” be “distributed indifferently and by order 
among all”, instead of “the overgrown and great-pursed merchant” carrying away “the 
living and trade of young beginn-rs” and men of “lowly estates”. The argument that it 
prevented the monopoly -J • falling into the hands of a few accorded with medieval 

ideas, and its force was n« spent in the seventeenth century. Thus an apologist 

(Parker) for the (Merchant Adventurers’) Company wrote in 1648: “We know well that 
'tis possible for some one merchant to exceed forty others in purse or credit; yet sure it 
cannot be expedient for the commonwealth that one merchant should grasp too much 
and swell up to an excessive bulk, whilst forty other merchants being over-shadowed by 
him can attain to no growth at all".’ Cf. Heckscher, Mercantilism , 1, pp. 271-6. 
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polies; the significant point is found in the terms in which such discus¬ 
sions were carried on. 

The traditional conception was expressed in Misselden s tree 1 rade, 
or the Means to Ma{e Trade Flourish (1622). The third chapter is, Of 
governed Trade, and therein of Monopoly’. Misselden points out that 
order and government in trade have great advantages; and a regulated 
company is not a monopoly, since it is open to all, either by apprentice¬ 
ship or by purchase. 

If this point were well thought upon, I presume the gracious grants and 
privileges of his Majesty, conferred upon Soc.et.es, would not seem so much 
a restraint of the common liberty, as a prudent ordering and accommodat¬ 
ing thereof unto the public utility. For it hath ever been a policy of this 
state to reduce the trades of merchants of this kingdom into Corporations 
and Societies, for the advancement of trade, by the benefit of order and 
government, well foreseeing that there cannot be any greater bane to 
well-governed commonwealth, than ill-governed and d.sorderly trade. 

In Chapter IV he writes ‘Of Want of Government in Trade’: if trade 

is not ordered unskilful persons take part in K, and f ^ " 
artifex’. In the last chapter he suggests ten points for The Remedy 
all the former Causes of decay of Trade’, including the restraint o 
luxury and of unnecessary law-suits, the erection of moms de ptete for 
the pL, and the abolition of monopol.es. Finally, he writes, unordered 
trade should be regulated and reduced to government. 

For where Trade is disordered and the Traders ungoverned, there they 
are like a house divided, which cannot long subsist, according to that of the 
Orator Nee domus ulla. me Civitas, me Soeietas. me Gem, me hom.num 
uZrsum genus stare, me rerum natura omn.s, me stm tmpeno mundus 

ipse potest . 2 

Misselden of course, was an official of the Merchant Adventurers’ 
”nv but even those who disliked the privileged companies 
attacked^vhat they considered their abuses rather than the conception of 
order which they embodied. Malynes, who answered Misselden in The 


1. Free Trade, p. 67. Ugibus. Elsewhere Misselden warns 

, ibid.. P- 1 34 - T ^—^^Tmtlc Latin o, the like, which yon do no, 

hke>U,' aloneYot their sike/that understand if (We Crete of Commerce, .6aj, To 
the Reader'). 


133 



THE AGE OF JONSON 

Maintenance of Free Trade , agreed that trade should be ‘ordered’ and 
companies maintained. Those who would dissolve the companies 
‘have no regard, that innovations are as dangerous, as to remove 
the corner stones of a building’. 1 ‘The providence of the state 
hath also a great consideration in the course of trade, under government 
in appointed places, especially in that of the Merchant Adventurers’ 
Company’. 2 In short, he agreed with the majority in the belief that ‘a 
due order, good and ordinate rule’ 3 was necessary for the proper con¬ 
duct of economic affairs. 

Although the victory of the interlopers (says Lipson) registered a stage 
in the growth of free trade, using the term as it was then commonly em¬ 
ployed, their own standpoint was not so different as their arguments might 
suggest. They did not advocate carrying on trade ‘without conduct and 
order’. ‘We desire still a government’ was the significant admission made 
on their behalf; and their hostility towards the Merchant Adventurers was 
inspired more by animus against the merchants of London, who monopo¬ 
lized ‘the whole mass and bulk of the trade of England’, than by any devo¬ 
tion to the abstract doctrine of economic freedom. 4 

Even Gresham remarked that, ‘As the merchants be one of the best 
members in our common weal, so they be the very worst if their doings 
be not looked unto in time; and forced to keep good order.’ 5 And this 
suspicion of unregulated activity directed towards one’s private gain was 
shared by statesmen, 6 moralists, and the common people. 

It would, of course, be foolish to estimate the practice of the Middle 
Ages, of the sixteenth century, or of any other period, merely from the 

1. The Maintenance of Free Trade, p. 67. 

2. ibid., p. 68. Shakespeare's lines in Troilus and Cressida, 

The providence that's in a watchful state 
Knows almost every grain of Plutus’ gold, 
had, as usual in Shakespeare, a context in contemporary thought. 

3. The phrase used here comes from the Petition of the Lcathersellcrs for the Amalga¬ 
mation of the Glovers-Pursers into their Company (1502), T. and P., 1, p. 100. 

4. Lipson, 11, pp. 24 s ~9. 

5. Burgon, Life of Gresham, 1, p. 335. Cf. Hcckschcr, Mercantilism, n, p. 320, where 
the sentence is quoted. 

6. Cf. Cecil: Merchants have grown so cunning in the trade of corrupting, and found 
it so sweet, that since the 1 Henry V III, there could never be won any good law or order 
which touched tlv : j liberty or state; but they stayed it, either in the Commons or higher 
House of Parliament or else by the Prince himself (‘An Industrial Programme’, 1559, 
T. and P., 1, p. 328). 


J 34 



SOCIAL THEORY 

current social theory. But the social theory of the Elizabethan-Jacobean 
period has a place in this study not because of what it tells us of con¬ 
temporary economic dealing but because it indicates the attitudes of the 
average man’ towards his work, towards acquisition and riches, and 
towards his fellows. And that the traditional social morality was not a 
mere remote ideal is proved by the practice of the Tudor and early Smart 
governments. Not that the advisers of Elizabeth and James I were phi - 
anthropists, they were practical men concerned with the pracucal busi¬ 
ness of government. But at least *the system of State control had behind 
it the weight of a powerful tradition, which did not consider public and 
private interest as identical’,' and the government of the time does seem 
to have been actuated not merely by a concern for public order, but by a 
genuine desire to safeguard the economic interests of the industrial 
population ’ 2 and of the lower ranges of the rural population. 

The attempts made by the Tudor governments to regulate enclosures 
are well known. From the time of Henry VIII statutes, commissions 
and letters of the Privy Council attempted to deal with the evils of 
eviction and depopulation, since, 


by the same means of tillage and husbandry, the greater part of the subjects 
a^. preserved from extreme poverty in a competent estate of maintenanc 
and means to live, and the wealth of the realm is kept dispersed and distrl- 

buted in many hands. 4 

Enclosures had to be combated in order to avoid ‘the great decay of 
people, the engrossing of wealth into few hands. ... The balancing of 


1. Lipson, in, pp- 4 " 5 - 

2. ibid., P; 254 - . { DO p U ]ar outbreaks actuated the Government. 

3 . 'Yet other motives than the hardships and alleviate suffering - it 

There was nor wanting g ••favoured the people exceedingly and especially 

showed itself in the policy of Wolsey , t"ho -on,red 1 * p P ^ of [hc 

thC or again^ thegreLes, lord' - and in the intetvendon of the 

poorest man against the tic g maid servant whose mistress was accused of 

lords of the Privy Council on beha of } ^ hjs 

•‘hard dealings'" (Lipson, , P- 44 «>-On ten* ^ ^ 

ministers 'to P r0 ™ tC [^ nnjn ham> n> p . 2 8 5 ; M. James. Social Policy during the 
Organization p. M 3 - Cf _ Heckscher , Mercantilism, i. pp. 25S-61, on 'the Stuart 
pohey"of^velfare'”'The Stf ^uesrs was. of course, hnown as ,he Courr of Poor 

Men's Causes*. ncc of Husbandry, etc.. .597-8. T - and P ” P* 8 <' For , 

4 . An Act for the M Problem, especially Part m. chap. 1; and 

government action, sec lawncy, * 

Lipson, 11, pp- 39 8 
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the misery of the people and the decay of the realm’s strength with some 
trifling abridgement to gendemen hath no proportion.’ 1 And state inter¬ 
ference did not end with the accession of the Stuarts. After the riots in 
the Midlands in 1607 the chief offenders were summoned before the 
Council and bound over to rebuild houses which had fallen into decay. 
In 1624 all statutes against enclosures, except the two passed in 1597, 
were repealed, but this did not stop administrative interference, which 
continued fairly vigorously until the Civil War and the destruction of 
the central machinery of the state. 2 

But the prevention of enclosure and depopulation, as Dr Tawney 
remarks, ‘was merely one element in a general policy, by which a bene¬ 
volent government ... was to endeavour by even-handed pressure to 
enforce social obligations on great and small, and to prevent the public 
interest being sacrificed to an unconscionable appetite for private gain.’ 3 
The Elizabethan government followed the medieval tradition in 
attempting to moderate, if it could not abolish, usury, 4 and to regulate 
wages and prices. 5 Its concern for the continuation of the traditional 
economic system is seen in the way in which it dealt with the problems 
of poverty and unemployment. By the Statute of Apprentices it 
attempted to secure long engagements of service; it exerted pressure on 
merchants to buy, and manufacturers to produce, even when trade was 
bad; it took steps to relieve the distress caused by dearth, and in the 
series of statutes culminating in the Acts of 1597 an ^ J 6oi ^ made pro¬ 
vision for the relief of the destitute, the employment of the able-bodied, 
and the punishment of the sturdy beggar. 6 The whole policy of the 
governments of the period aimed at stability and a controlled order. 

1. Contemporary Notes on the Act of 1597-8 (Salisbury Collection), T. and P., 1, p. 89. 

2. Sec Upson, 11, pp. 403 ff. 3. Religion and Capitalism , p. 173. 

4. Which it stigmatized us ‘sin and detestable’, ‘being forbidden by the Law of God’, 
even when allowing (with a good many precautions) a maximum rate of ten per cent - 
13 Eliz. c. 8, 1571, T. and P., n, p. 162. ‘But the spirit of Tudor social policy is revealed 
less in statutes than in the activity, half administrative, half judicial, of the Privy 
Council. And the impression of conservatism is heightened if one turns from legislation to 
administration’ (Tawney, Wilson, p. 162). 

5. Notably in the wage regulations of the Statute of Apprentices (1563) and the acts 
and administrative ordinances that were designed to implement it. There is some doubt 
as to the actual ca- ,Hig out of the wage regulations - certainly wages failed to rise in 
proportion to prises - but ‘the first century of the act was the period in which it was 
most commonly enforced’ - Lipson, hi, pp. 252 ff. For examples of price regulations see 
Lipson, n, p. 141 (coal), a ,d n, pp. 424-5 (bread). 

6. See Lipson, 111, chap. \, section iv, and chap. vi. 
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The Statute of Apprentices embodied a conception of the proper con¬ 
stitution of the state that remained active for the whole of the Eliza¬ 
bethan and early Stuart period; it was 

an attempt on a grand scale to bring every locality (with one or two im¬ 
portant exceptions) under the operation of a single code, to regulate t e 
relations of all classes of the working population, whether engaged in agri¬ 
culture, industry or commerce, by assigning to each class its proper place in 
the framework of a uniform system; and finally to provide machinery or 
maintaining this system in equilibrium by the periodical adjustment of the 
conditions of employment. The idea of a national economy finds in this 
great piece of Elizabethan legislation its most notable expression. 

In the world of practice the beginnings of modern industry can be 
traced to the sixteenth century; in the world of ideas the change is most 
clearly marked in the seventeenth century. By the reign of James I the 
social ideas inherited from the Middle Ages were already proving in- 
compatible with the demands of capitalists; and theory followed prac¬ 
tice. ‘The point in which the breach between mercantilism and the 
medieval oudook was widest and most decisive', says Dr Heckscher, 
‘was certainly in the domain of the ethical.' Or, as Dr Tawney more 
forcibly puts it, ‘The creed of the commercial classes was a doctrineless 

view che Statute of Apples in gr«, part, belong to d 2 put/ 

mancncc to a condition of thi g Statute of Apprentices affords an inter - 

A contemporary Memorandum (i 57 It approves that the children of 

csting illustration of the prcvai ing ^ ^ lhcir i)arcnts werc G f before them 1 , and 
artificers ‘should be- »pp «c 1 ^ dc$ untQ youth and young men should 

upholds the ideal that the age pincers up 1 , all being assured of ‘a certain 

work to sustain the age wtown to town, and from country (county) to 

Z™*' U “with ‘haunting of ale-house/ and ‘using of unlawful games' (T. and 

... f ^ ~ z zttsssx&x ™ ; 

fold sense, both in thc,r a J . • widcS p rcad indifference towards mankind, both in 
two-fold amorality arose as a j so j n j ts attitude towards the eternal. Hobbes 

its capacity « a reasoning , dominated the arguments of the mercantilists to 

Leviathan or Mortal God inlcrcst in human beings came the interest in the 

such a degree that in the P . G f Tudor stalcS mcn combined a modern 

«■ "«■ d '-> „r s ^e With al inherited concetn for the individual. The whole 
insistence on the strong cconomic policy antagonistic to the church and priest- 

tendency of mercantilism into harness against mercantilism. Petty 

hood, and on thc other hand^Jg ^ Co)bcrt from hc 

could seldom speak of pm ^ of |hc c £ urch - (ibid., n, p. $02). This forms another 

start was in opposition to 

obvious contrast with Tudor times. 
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individualism. By the reign of James I they had almost come to their 
own.’ 1 But for the bulk of the population in the age of Jonson the tradi¬ 
tional ideas were far from being meaningless, as the following chapters 
will help to show. 


A NOTE ON USURY 

A few illustrations of the contemporary attitude towards usury, that 
controversial sin’, 2 will help to show both the prevailing conservatism 
and the general sense of corporate responsibility discussed above. 

Leaving aside certain medieval distinctions with regard to rent 
charges, cases of lucrum cessans, damnum emergens , and the like, the 
medieval argument can be summarized: 

To take usury is contrary to Scripture; it is contrary to Aristotle; it is 
contrary to nature, for it is to live without labour; it is to sell time, which 
belongs to God, for the advantage of wicked men; it is to rob those who 
use the money lent, and to whom, since they make it profitable, the profits 
should belong; it is unjust in itself, for the benefit of the loan to the bor¬ 
rower cannot exceed the value of the principal sum lent him; it is in de¬ 
fiance of sound juristic principles, for when a loan of money is made, the 
property in the thing lent passes to the borrower, and why should the 
creditor demand payment from a man who is merely using what is now 
his own? 3 

During the Elizabethan and early Stuart period the old arguments 
were repeated almost verbatim, and the same sentiments were appealed 
to. The usurer was still accused of selling time, which is God’s. 4 Money 
by itself is barren, whereas ‘he puts his money to the unnatural act of 
generation.’ 5 ‘The usurer lives by the lechery of money, and is bawd to 


1. Tawney, Wilson, p. 170. 

2. The phrase is from D'Ewes’ Autobiography (ed. Halliwell), 1, p. 46. D’Ewes believed 
that when his father’s house was burned down it was a divine punishment for having 
accepted interest for a loan. 

3. Religion and Capitalism, p. 43. Cf. Ashley, 1, chap, iii, section 17; 11, chap, vi, 
sections 65-70. 

4. Sec, for example, John Davies of Hereford, The Scourge of Folly (16x1), Epig. 147. 

5. Overbury, Characters (1614), ‘A Devilish Usurer'. ‘Friendship he accounts but a 
word without any signification; nay, he loves all the world so little, that, if it were pos¬ 
sible, he would mrkc himself his own executor; for certainly he is made administrator 
to his own good "ame, while he is in perfect memory, for that dies long afore him; but 
he is so far from being at the charge of a funeral for it, that he lets it stink above ground' 
(ibid.). 
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his own bags, taking a fee, that they may engender.’ 1 The usurer, said 
another character-writer, 

must be drawn like to those pictures that have a double aspect, which if 
you behold one way seems to be a man, but the other way a devil. . . . 1 o 
conclude, he’s one that makes haste to be rich, and there ore cannot be 
innocent. Like thieves he undoes men by binding them And lasdy his estate 
is raised out of the ruin of whole families, which first sends him in ill 
getting it, and afterwards his son in ill spending it, both to the devil, and 

there I leave them. 2 

Usury was ‘the city’s scourge’, whose prevalence rightly called down 

the wrath of heaven. 3 , . 

Malynes’ Sr George for England (160.) is completely medieval in ou - 

look. Malynes will allow no compromise w.th usury; one might as we 

tolerate thieves and murderers as the money-lender. The medieval 

doctrine of absolute values inspires his argument 

that money was ordained as a pledge or right betwixt man and man, and 
in contracts and bargaining a just measure and proportion, which measure 

is by them falsified : and this monster caused, them to ,ncor P 0ratC ' he f Sam "’ 
so that no man can come by it without their consent and paying for it, 

falsifying and altering the same. 

He, too, quotes Scripture, and puts forward the old argument that the 
usurer 

,. Dekker, The Seven Deadly Sin, ol London (.606), Non-Dran,a,,e Work, («*■ 

Gr ° ! Wye"s'aUon!ul., Ticurae Lo V .en,e, (,63.). the Air,eenth Character. Cf. the rhyme, 

which survived the .. humJrtd fast ramm . d 

■Tis a hundred to ten but his soul is damn d. 

Quoted by William London, ^ Catalogue of the most Vend,hie Boo K s ,n England (,6 57 ), 

Sig. E 3, v. o usury, 

3 - Thou aft thc city's scourge. How much have we 

Occasion to proscribe thee from our land. 

Since by thy means have we felt heaven’s hand 

More heavy and revenging than before; 

Whose wrath has vials ever laid in store 

To punish impious men; it's thou (foul sin) 

Which hast hal'd down the infection we have seen 

Rage in this famous isle. , _ , . 

(Richard Brathwait, A Strappado for the Dead, 1615, p. 20) 

4. St George for England , p. 59. 

5. ibid., p. 60. 
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demandeth consideration for that which is none of his own, and moreover 
two recompenses for one entire thing: by reason whereof he brmgeth forth 
inequality for his advantage, making men to forget that ever they lived 
without him, by that which they were born and bred unto. 1 

All the evils of the time are attributed to usury. ‘But let this monster be 
destroyed, and every man will return unto his quietness, and live within 

his bounds and calling, using such trade as he ought to do.’ 2 

Commercial opinion insisted that ‘the mischief is of the excess, not 
otherwise. ... It is the biting and over-sharp dealing which is disliked 
and nothing else’, 3 and no doubt ‘the practice of claiming as a right the 
power to receive profit from one’s property, whatever form it took’ was 
‘inevitable’. 4 But during the first part of the seventeenth century the 
bulk of public opinion continued to regard the taking of interest with 
unqualified hostility. The most numerous classes of borrowers, we have 
seen, were peasants, small tradesmen, and needy gentlemen, who bor¬ 
rowed out of necessity and with no expectations of speedy or large 
returns. 5 Money-lending, moreover, was often only a subsidiary busi¬ 
ness, and the usurer contravened the principle of ‘one man, one trade’. 
‘What was characteristic of Wilson’s day’, says Tawney, ‘was less the 
development of banking than its informal, almost furtive character.’ 8 
Shopkeepers, scriveners, and goldsmiths made loans in the towns; in the 
woollen industry many of the small weavers were in almost perpetual 
debt to the more wealthy woollen factors; the peasant had frequently to 
borrow money from his more successful neighbour. In the circumstances 
that have been described 7 there was plenty of opportunity for extortion, 
and the old moral arguments lost none of their force. It was a public 
duty to deliver the poor from the ‘daily devouring jaws of that Monster 
of Crete and Bawd of Bankers’, 8 since it was a principle of statecraft that 
‘ever a state flourisheth where wealth is more evenly spread’, 9 just as it 
was a principle of religion that a man should not grow rich at the ex¬ 
pense of his neighbours. The usurer offended in both these respects. 

The chief cause of poverty is usury, which doth too much enrich some 
few, and doth impoverish too much a great many. So that men cannot live 

i. ibid., p. 64. 2. ibid., p. 64. 

3. Debate on rhe Usury Bill in the House of Commons, 1571, T. and P., 11, p. 155. 

4. Robertson, Economic Individualism, p. 199. 

5. Tawney, Wilson, u, i, ‘The Peasant and Small Master'; ii, ‘The Needy Gentleman’. 

6. ibid., p. 102. 7. See above, pp. 110-13. 

8. Milles, The Customer's Alphabet (1608), Sig. F 2. 9. Bacon, Essays , ‘Of Usury'. 
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contentedly and proportionally in their vocation, according to *eir pro- 
be devised. 1 

Thi. like manv of the pronouncements on the subject, was an over- 
Implification, but it illustrates fairly enough the princtples mvolved in 

the long-continued debate on usury. 


I. Malyncs, 5 / George for England (1601), p. 80. 




THE DRAMATISTS 




CHAPTER FIVE 


Drama and Society 


In some respects many of the plays that will be considered here form 
part of ‘the last great literary expression of the appeal to the average 
conscience which had been made by an older social order . We have to 
see them, that is, in a context of sermons, pamphlets, and satires whic 
in the face of the newer economic developments, formulate and da y 
those ‘dimly conceived presuppositions as to social expediency in- 

herited from the Middle Ages. . , . * 

But why is it, we ask, that themes of this kind only enter 

drama in the last years of the sixteenth century, and then provide sub- 

jects of such intense interest for a period of twenty-five or thirty years. 

The answer has to be sought partly in the history of the drama itself, 

partly in the economic development of the times. . 

P Indie firs, place, neither drama nor poetry was made the vehicle or 

the keenest human interests until the last decade of the sixteen^^ 
tury. The bulk of Elizabethan non-dramatic poetry has to, lx: regarded 

not as the intense expression of important thoug ts an e g > 
an accomplishment. With a few exceptions Elizabethan lyric P b 

closely associated with music, was a superior pastime. s s £ 

own value; but it is only with Donne - whose star, is from ^at.re of 
the nineties - that lyric poetry becomes something whl ^ e "g a S“ ° 
more important interests. (Spenser has his own p ace u 
Queen* - despite the political allusions behind the allegory - is only 
remotely connected with the actual world.) So also w,the drama 
There had been plays whose function corresponded rough to th t o 
Euphues , some that corresponded rough y to the news b lads o hm 
that provided the easiest forms of popular entertainment bu of d* 
twenty or thirty ‘Elizabethan’ plays that we read and -read only a few 

fall much before the end of the century. Shakespeare .'ffimT 
Romeo and Juliet to King Lear was not merely a personal development. 

2. Tawncy, Agrarian Problem, p. vii. 


I. Religion and Capitalism, p. 66. 
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Amongst the earlier Elizabethan dramatists the exceptional intelli¬ 
gence of Marlowe makes him stand out far above Lyly, Greene, Peele, 
and the rest; but in spite of Faustus and The Jew of Malta his genius 
counts mainly as an influence on others. What Marlowe serves to remind 
us is that (to use a previous formulation l ) the achievement of the great 
period of English drama was due to the bringing together and the lively 
interplay of many important contemporary interests. If Marlowe ‘gets 
into blank verse the melody of Spenser’, 2 the satirists and epigrammatists 
- Hall, Marston, Donne, Rowlands, Bastard, Guilpin - focus attention 
on the familiar world. The long-continued war with Spain fosters an 
alert political interest, whilst the growth of religious controversy rein¬ 
forces the already popular demand for moral instruction. These of 
course are vague pointers. A full account of the strength of the late 
Elizabethan and Jacobean drama would embrace a study of Shake¬ 
speare’s language (an examination of the way in which it draws its 
strength from the life of the community) on the one hand, and 
of the constitution and tastes of the theatre audiences and the general 
reading public on the other. It would, I think, lead us direcdy to the 
nerve centres of the social life of the time. 3 

From the first there had been patriotic plays and plays reinforcing 
particular social attitudes (some of them are discussed later), but - to 
make the point heavily - social criticism cannot be effective in a tenth- 
rate play like The Troublesome Reign of King John. It is possible to 
discuss the social themes of the Jacobean drama because then there were 
half a dozen dramatists capable of dealing in an interesting way (though 
not with equal success) with major issues. 

There were, besides, especial reasons why the economic and social 
changes should be sharply focused in the public attention about the year 
1600. Partly, of course, the general processes of the sixteenth century 
were by then sufficiently developed to be obvious to all; and they were 
processes, as I have tried to show, that were vastly accelerated in the last 
thirty or forty years of the century. More particularly, the depression 
which culminated in the last five years of Elizabeth’s reign made eco¬ 
nomic problems unavoidably obtrusive, ‘placing in relief the individual 


1. See p. 20 above. 

2. T. S. Eliot, Elizabethan Essays , p. 27. 

3. See Appendix A, ‘Elizabethan Prose’. I may refer, too, to my ‘Education and the 
Drama in the Age of Shakespeare’, The Criterion , July 1932. 
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struggle to retain some control over one's worldly condition’. 1 From the 
petition against monopolies in i 59 7 undl *e Statute of Monopol es m 
1624 Parliament was preoccupted with specific economic .ssues to an 
extent which - perhaps excepting the period of the enclosure “^ 
under Henry VIII - it had never been before. The interests r p 
by most of the dramatists were not the same as those ^presen ed by 
most members of the House of Commons: the beer tended momand 
more to express the new commercial opinion, whilst 
conservatism of the better playwrights drew upon trad uonal op.mo 
and attimdes that were more potent in the Pnvy Counc.l than in Pa ha 
ment. But the point is that the depression created, or broughtTo a head 
economic grievances, and the financial necessities of the Cmwn made 
those grievances vocal. Nor did the ending o t e epr ^ ^ 

deeper problems of general welfare. The reign o J a , w00 n en 

Midland riots of 1607 

industry in ,6.6, and ended in another ma,or depr^on, whdst ^ 

continued abuses of the patent system were of a kind 

interests of every level of the population The history of th ome con 

tains sufficient reasons for the part played by social themes in 

that was alive to contemporary issues. , • _ contrast 

And economic problems were accentuated by the gl nng 
between the fortunes that were amassed in, say, the East 
the middle years of the reign the mm.mum retur," on -mg”*& 
we remember, was 121 per cent) or t at co ^.^PP and economic 

tunate projector, on the one hand ’ 3 ^ , Thc gu lf between wealth 
uncertainty of many thousands, on th • jn g , ious periods, 
and poverty had been clearly enoug . > t t u e O ppor- 

but the Middle Ages had *"Own ^ he^oppo^ 

tunities for luxurious display provided by the opening 

i- Robertson, Aspects of the Rise of tc G f trade and monetary scarcity 

2. ‘Side by side with the industrial distress ' / xistcd a | so . Large fortunes were 

... it must be admitted that considcra c p by those engaged in the East India 

amassed by many of the London mere a ’. ^ . construction of the New River by 

trade. Such undertakings, by private ^ founda tion of the Charter House 

Hugh Myddlcton, to supply London wit > • Moreover the same is wit- 

School by Sutton, etc., give evidence of J? 1 * “ d time . . / (Durham, The 
nessed in the rapid growth of London, w transactions of the Royal Historical 

Relations of the Crousn to is important. In Jacobean London 

Society, N.S. xm, p. 24 6 )- U ,s ) t as they arc today, 

the East End and thc West End were n P 
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trade. And the men who secured the lion’s share of commercial and 
industrial profits (profits resulting from the same general process that 
created the rootless poverty of the lowest classes of Jacobean London) 
were men who stood outside the current traditions. Hence, in part, the 
attacks on the new men and the questioning of the whole order which 
they represented. 

Gifford claimed that the Jacobean dramatic poets were ‘the most 
clear-sighted politicians of those troublous times’, 1 and if this book 
establishes anything it should be that the reactions of a genuine poet to 
his environment form a criticism of society at least as important as the 
keenest analysis in purely economic terms; that the intelligence and 
perception that help to make great poetry do not function in a special 
‘poetic’ sphere, but are immediately relevant to all questions of ‘the 
good life’. Which is not to say that Gifford’s phrase can be accepted 
uncritically. 

I shall try to explain the nature of that ‘criticism of society’. Obviously 
it does not consist in analysis at the level of economics. From the 
fifteenth century onwards, says Lipson, ‘the conflict of capital and labour 
was fought out over three main grievances - low wages, payment in 
kind, and unemployment’. 2 None of these three main grievances has 
any prominence in the drama of Jonson and his contemporaries. All of 
them attack usurers, but they show no interest in the place of credit 
transactions in a capitalist economy; they attack monopolists and 
patentees, but, as one would expect, they show no signs of recognizing 
the element of monopoly in the older organizations, or of appreciating 
the attempts to regulate trade and industry by means of patents. 

There were of course good reasons why the only economic ‘diagnosis’ 
that we find on the Jacobean stage should take the form of satire on 
particular individuals or classes of individuals; it was not merely that the 
outwitting of the usurer on the stage had a sure popular appeal. A 
character in one of Dos Passos’s novels remarks: ‘Don’t blame people 
for things; it’s tre system.’ This could not have been said in the reign 
of James I. The capitalist ‘system’ was taking shape, and ‘impersonal’ 
causes were already responsible for a good deal; but the individuals who 
were helping to form that system were, I think, more prominent, more 
obviously capable of exerting economic pressure, than their successors 

1. Ben Jonson, Worlds (cd. Gifford and Cunningham), v, p. n. 

2. Lipson, iii, p. 249. 
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in the nineteenth century, who could claim, with at least a show of 
reason, that they were obeying the ‘laws’ of supply and demand, and so 
on. Therefore attacks on the new order took the form of attacks on 
individuals (I am not referring merely to recognizable caricature); the 
diagnosis was moral rather than economic. Or, to put it another way, 
the dramatic treatment of economic problems showed them as moral 
and individual problems - which in the last analysis they are. 


So far I have spoken of the dramatists’ ‘concern with social and eco¬ 
nomic themes’, of ‘social criticism’, and of ‘attacks on individuals or 
classes of individuals’. All of these phrases could be illustrated, but no 
of them explains the fundamental importance of, say, Volpone, or 
City Madam , for an understanding of the possibilities of living, en an 
at all times. What it comes to is this. ‘Facts about’ a period give us only 
a vague general impression of its life. The ideas current in that period 

point to the qualities that were considered valuable, but they 0 n0 m . 
Sum that. But each of the greater plays of this penod exh.b.ts certatn 
valuable qualities of human experience in the concrete , and the 
play ax poetry , as literature, the more completely, the more preci e y, 

the stuff and substance of a particular experience evo c . 

Now the possibilities of living at any moment are not merely an 
individual matter; they depend on physical circumstances and (what 
less of a commonplace) on current habit of thought and feeling, on all 

that ts implied by* tradition' - or the lack of it. The poet who 
draw on a living tradition embodies it in a particular, comprehensible 
form; and for us to grasp that form is to work our way into those extra- 
personal conditions which combined with the writer s genius to make 

'''Thedaim that I am making is that the essential life of ajperitd is best 

understood through its literature; not because o w a , , 

describes, but because of what it embodies. If this is so the w 
Elizabethan and Jacobean literature should be considered in a s y 
this kind. Actually plays with a more or less overt social refercn 

been selected in order to make the investigation managea e. 

to present a certain class of facts about the Jaco ean environme ’ N I 
sketch the main ideas that were current in the social trad,!,on. Now 
wish to examine a selection of plays that embody an attitude toward 
those facts and to the human qualities that produced them, and to show 
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how, in a few great plays, ‘that living body of assumptions as to the 
right conduct of human affairs ’ 1 helped to nourish qualities that we can 
admire. 

In spite of the imposed limitations the approach is mainly the literary- 
critical one, for the reasons that I have given. It is easy to collect and 
classify references to usurers, patentees, the newly rich, and so on. But 
for an invesdgation of this kind we need more delicate tools, and a 
method of approach that keeps constandy before us the quesdon of 
relevance. If Ben Jonson appears to have a dispropordonate amount of 
space, it is because he seems to me so immeasurably superior to all his 
contemporaries - with the one obvious exception — and because his 
greatness as a poet makes clear the value of the popular tradition which 
is only dimly apprehended in the work of the lesser men such as Dekker 
and Heywood. 

I. Tawney, Agrarian Problem, p. 347. 



CHAPTER SIX 


Tradition and Ben Jonson 


1 hate traditions; 

1 do not trust them, ( ananias ) 

Recent revivals of Vclpcne and The Alchemic occasioned some sur¬ 
prise - surprise that they were such good theatre . e g 
sion seems to have been that in these plays J°" s0 ”. ’ r _ otten 

triumphed over his ‘weight of classical learning ’ “ in nec i antr ies 
it, and had provided some very good fun instead of h.s usu P= d “ 
It may not be quite fair to the dramatic crmcs to suggest«batthe.r 

delight at being entertained instead of bored s owe o s „u 

is read, but certainly the reception given to t ose p ays P 
widespread misconception both of Jonson’s intrinsic merits and 

extent and kind of his indebtedness to the Classics. 

Ben Jonson is a very great poet - more finely endowed I hmk, than 

any who succeeded him in the seventeenth century a ^ 0 £ 

berately and widely. It was to be 

his reading would be in some manner prese ^im 

of him that he was a learned plagiary of all the ancien • ^ storts 

everywhere in their snow’. But this, the common view, v gndy di.t 

the sense in which Jonson is ‘traditional ; it not on y ™ ^ t h 0U ghts 

to owe to the Greek and Latin writers a mere accumu j. xh e 

and phrases, it completely hides the native springs o | onson ’ s art 
aim of this chapter is to correct the perspective, to show tb ^ s 

is intimately related to the popular tradition of ind.vtdual and 

T'Z,, ^ ,, * lie, largely -* *. 

criticism; but without a background of criticism to re apology 

sible to say anything at all, and I propose to begin ( w * ° , • to 

for the indirect approach) by selecting one play and merely try b 

explain why I find it admirable. 
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Sejanus is chosen not only because it is commonly underrated, but 
because it is the first play in which Jonson finds his proper scope: the 
early ‘Humour’ plays were mere experiments. Although here the 
typically Jonsonian method is deployed with less subtlety and richness 
than in, say, Volpone , the parallels between this ‘tragedy’ and the later 

‘comedies’ are obvious and important. 

The stuff of the play is the lust of political power and the pettiness 
that so often accompanies political greatness. The world with which we 
are presented is completely evil. Tiberius and Sejanus are equal in 
cruelty and cunning; Macro, the agent of Sejanus s overthrow, is, like 
others besides the principals, explicitly ‘Machiavellian ; the satellites 
and senators are servile and inconstant; the mob tears the body of the 
fallen favourite, 

And not a beast of all the herd demands 
What was his crime, or who were his accusers . 1 

The ‘good’ characters are choric and denunciatory merely, representing 
no positive values. How carefully anything that might bring into play 
sympathetic feelings is excluded is seen in the treatment of Agrippina; 
the meeting of her adherents, for example, is described (n, ii) in terms 
that reduce it to a gathering of fractious gossips. And this exclusion 
operates in the smallest details - in Tiberius’s remark about dedicating 

A pair of temples, one to Jupiter 
At Capua; th’other at Nola to Augustus , 2 

or in Sejanus’s contempt for ‘all the throng that fill th’Olympian hall ’. 3 

But in drama substance and criticism of that substance are inseparable, 
and the world of Sejanus exists only in the light of a particular vision. 
The most obvious device for determining the angle of presentation is 
found in the vein of farce that runs throughout: there is a violent juxta¬ 
position of contrasts. After the heroics of Sejanus’s ‘love-making’ Livia 
turns to her physician : 

How do I look today? 

eudemus : Excellent clear, believe it. This same fucus 
Was well laid on. 

1. v, x (in, 147' v tne references in brackets are to the volume and page of the Gifford- 
Cunningham edition of Jonson’s Worlds, 1875). 

2. 111, iii (m, 86). 3. v, i (111, 113). 
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li vi a: Methinks ’tis here not white. 

eudemus: Lend me your scarlet lady. ’Tis the sun 

Hath giv’n some little taint unto the ceruse. ^ ^ , 

Here, and in the other scenes of stylized farce (for instance v ^ or 
v, vii, where the secret is passed round) there arc obvious'dteatr >cp 
sibilities. Perhaps the most effective scene would be the a , ^ 

senators first cluster round Sejanus - indicating y eir 
joie the kind of stylization demanded - then edge away as thedrtlt ot 

Tiberius’s riddling letter becomes clear, leaving on y ^ ^ wi j^ 

‘most miserably constant’ by his gout. But the w o e wou ’ld act 

its controlled confusion leading swifdy to an exciting c > 
well; and for more subtle dramatic play we can turn to. the■ “ 

where Tiberius and Sejanus manoeuvre against each other under cow» 
friendship; the variadons gain from the surface rigidity of th ctoart rs 
The essential Jonsonian mode, however, is determined by some^mg 
more fundamental than the separable elements of farce 

by the verse - a dramatic medium in w ic “ a ^ uberanC£ o£ -Swell, 
by a pervasively implicit sardonic mo 
swell, my joys..(v, i) is followed by 

.. . ’Tis air I tread; 

And at each step I feel my advanced head 
Knock out a star in heaven. 

It is ‘knock out’ - the slight twist ^^'^^ger quouti^ti induce 

- that finally determines our attitude. B g S 

here. In Act n, scene ii, Sejanus addresses Drusus in soliloquy. 

Thy follies now shall taste what kind of man 
They have provoked, and this thy father s house 
Crack in the flame of my incensed rage, 

Whose fury shall admit no shame or mean. - 
Adultery! it is the lightest ill 

I will commit. A race of wicked acts 

Shall flow out of my anger, and o ersprea 

The world’s wide face, which n0 P 05 ^ 

Shall e’er approve, nor yet keep silent. g 

i. ii, i (in. 41). 
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That for their cunning, close, and cruel mark, 

Thy father would wish his: and shall, perhaps, 

Carry the empty name, but we the prize. 

On then, my soul, and start not in thy course; 

Though heaven drop sulphur, and hell belch out fire, 

Laugh at the idle terrors: tell proud Jove, 

Between his power and thine there is no odds: 

’Twas only fear first in the world made gods. 

In the sentiments, and in the vigorous development of a single dominant 
impulse, there is an obvious resemblance to Tamburlaine. But the atti¬ 
tude of sophisticated detachment towards the world, present in those 
words, suggests what Jonson had learnt from The Jew of Malta (a rela¬ 
tionship first stated in The Sacred Wood): with that play in mind we 
are not likely to accept Coleridge’s verdict of ‘absurd rant and ventrilo¬ 
quism’ - or not as he intended it. It is equally obvious that the speech is 
not by Marlowe, that in its combination of weight and vigour it looks 
forward to the finer poetry of Volpone and The Alchemist. 

The means by which Jonson achieves that combination are here imme¬ 
diately apparent. The alliteration not only adds to the general critical- 
exaggerative effect, it secures the maximum of direct attention for each 
word: 

Sleep, 

Voluptuous Caesar, and security 
Seize on thy stupid powers. 

More generally, we may say that whereas the auditory qualities of 
Shakespeare’s verse arouse a vibrating responsiveness, help to create a 
fluid medium in which there is the subtlest interplay, the corresponding 
qualities in Jonson cause the words to separate rather than to coalesce. 
(‘Separate’, of course, is only a way of laying the stress.) Everything is 
said deliberately - though there is no monotony in the varying rhythm 
- and, following Jonson’s own precepts for ‘a strict and succinct style ’, 1 
with the greatest economy. The economy of course is not Shakespeare’s. 
There are no overlaying meanings or shifts of construction; the words 
gain their effect by their solidity, weight, and unambiguous directness 
of expression. How poetically effective that weighted style can be is 
demonstrated again and again in the present play. 

i. Discoveries, exx ix. 
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There be two, 

Know more than honest counsels; whose close breasts, 

Were they ripp’d up to light, it would be found 
A poor and idle sin, to which their trunks 
Had not been made fit organs. These can lie, 

Flatter, and swear, forswear, deprave, inform, 

Smile, and betray; make guilty men; then beg 
The forfeit lives, to get their livings; cut 
Men’s throats with whisperings... 

Jonson’s metaphors and similes tend to fall into one of three classes. 
Many, perhaps the majority, are straightforwardly descriptive. ( Meta¬ 
phors far-fet,’ he said, ‘hinder to be understood.’) 

The way to put 

A prince in blood, is to present the shapes 
Of dangers greater than they are, like late 
Or early shadows. 

Did those fond words 

Fly swifter from thy lips, than this my brain, 

This sparkling forge, created me an armour 
T’encounter chance and thee? 2 

A second class is formed by those metaphors that, like the ‘race of 
wicked acts ..in Sejanus’s soliloquy, heighten the effect of caricature. 
But Jonson’s most striking figures are magnificendy derogatory. 

Gods 1 how the sponges open and take in, 

And shut again! look, look! is not he blest 
That gets a seat in eye-reach of him? more 
That comes in ear, or tongue-reach? O but most 
Can claw his subtile elbow, or with a buz 
Fly-blow his ears? 

Jonson’s triumph, we 

the habit of mind behind this last quotation provides the dominant tone 


a. This' second image is bright and clear, bu, its surface quality is emphasized if we 

put beside it the line from Henry V, 

In the quick forge and working-house of thought, 

where the rhythm, the double meaning of 'quick’ and the fused impression of sw.f. move 

ment and ordered labour evoke a far more complex activity of the mind. 
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of the play. I have already commented on the exclusion of irrelevant 
moods and associations, and there only remains to notice the character¬ 
istic linking together of words that usually invite sympathy or admira¬ 
tion with those demanding an exactly contrary response. 

Like, as both 

Their builds and souls were bound on Fortune’s wheel.... 

He ... gives Caesar leave 
To hide his ulcerous and anointed face... } 

One does not need to look up the various suggestions of weight and 
clumsiness under ‘cob’ in the Oxford Dictionary to feel the effect of ‘a 
cob-swan, or a high mounting bull’ in the most famous speech from 

Catiline. 

It should be plain by now that the appreciation of Jonson starts from 
the appreciation of his verse: it could start from nothing else; but it does 
not seem to be realized how clogging are the discussions of ‘humours’ 
which, in histories of English literature, fill up the pages of Jonson. His 
plays have the tightness and coherence of a firmly realized purpose, 
active in every detail, and a commentary on Jonson’s technical achieve¬ 
ments - the weight and vigour of his verse, the intensive scrutiny that it 
invites - is only one way of indicating his essential qualities. 

Sejaniis, like the other greater plays, is the product of a unique vision; 
but in stressing the uniqueness one has to avoid any suggestion of the 
idiosyncratic. It is not merely that the matter on which the poet works is 
provided by the passions, lusts, and impulses of the actual world, the 
firmly defined individual spirit which moulds that matter springs from a 
rich traditional wisdom; it relies, that is to say, on something outside 
itself, and presupposes an active relationship with a particular audience. 

The point can be made by examining a passage that is commonly 
recognized as ‘great poetry’. 

See, behold, 

What thou art queen of; not in expectation, 

As I feed others: but possess’d and crown’d. 

See, her-, a rope of pearl: and each more orient 
Than that the brave Aegyptian queen caroused : 

i. That the c ; (siting phrase in Tacitus is 'Facies ulcerosa ac plerumque medico- 
minibus r •erstincta is, 1 think, irrelevant. 
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Dissolve and drink them. See, a carbuncle, 

May put out both the eyes of our St Mark; 

A diamond, would have bought Lollia Paulina, 

When she came in like star-light, hid with jewels, 

That were the spoils of provinces; take these, 

And wear, and lose them: yet remains an ear-ring 
To purchase them again, and this whole state. 

A gem but worth a private patrimony, 

Is nothing: we will each such at a meal. 

The heads of parrots, tongues of nightingales, 

The brains of peacocks, and of estriches, 

Shall be our food: and, could we get the phoenix, 

Though nature lost her kind, she were our dish. 

Pr^ents^he splendour of h^ theme 

i, » mi,, dm P°« “twtl °«,i P ,,« ^ —I 5 

achieved. It is not merely tha V . thc time we reach them 

swelling speecheswhich reaches a climax at 
the mcxle is established, the exagg . r w pilmer’s 

‘private patrimony are presented^clearly ^ ^ 

references to^Lolliu Paulina and’ Heliogabalus (Gifford quotes ‘Corner 

x . Volpone, in, vi (in, 249). 

2. Ben jonson, pp. x and 175. 
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lingtias pavonum et lusciniarum'), which would not be unfamiliar to an 
Elizabethan audience, are significant. 

The manner of presentation (relying on a response which later criti¬ 
cism shows is neither obvious nor easy) suggests that the double aspect 
of the thing presented corresponds to a double attitude in the audience: 
a naive delight in splendour is present at the same time as a clear-sighted 
recognition of its insignificance judged by fundamental human, or 
divine, standards. The strength of this attitude is realized if we compare 
it with a puritanic disapproval of ‘the world’ on the one hand, or a 
sensuous abandonment on the other. It is the possession of this attitude 
that makes Jonson ‘classical’, not his Greek and Latin erudition. His 
classicism is an equanimity and assurance that springs — ‘here at home’ 1 
- from the strength of a native tradition. 

For Jonson’s knowledge, and use, of the native literary tradition there 
is, I believe, evidence of the usually accepted kind. One could consider 
his references (explicit and otherwise) to earlier poets and prose-writers 
from Chaucer onwards; his avowed interest in the Vetus Comoedia ; 2 
the obvious ‘morality’ influence in such plays as The Devil is an Ass and 
The Magnetic Lady/ the popular source of the jog-trot rhvthms used 
for Nano, Androgyno, and the Vice, Iniquity. But when we are dealing 
with a living tradition such terms are hopelessly inadequate, and explor¬ 
ation can be more profitably directed, in the manner suggested by the 
analysis above, towards Jonson’s handling of his main themes, lust and 
the desire for wealth and their accompanying vanities. 

In The Devil is an Ass the satire is more than usually direct. But the 
play provides more than a succession of satiric comments on the first 
period of intensive capitalistic activity in England; it formulates an 
attitude towards acquisition. 1 he word ‘formulates’ is used advisedly. 
The outlook is a particular one, is Jonson’s own; but it is clear that the 
satire presupposes certain general attitudes in the audience, and that it 


*• And make my strengths, such as they arc, 

Here in my bosom, and at home. 

{A Farewell to the World) 

2. English, not Roman. See Conversations , 16. 

3. An influence that was active in other playwrights. It is some time since Sir Arthur 

Quiilcr Couch suggested that Henry IV was Shakespeare’s rehandling of a morality play 
(’ Content,o into 1 et Vititwi de Annin, Pnncipis'). The subject generally is of 

more than academic .rest; those who are interested can consider such different plays as 
Troilus and Cessna (Pandarus is demonstrably the Pander’), Old Fonunatus, Michael¬ 
mas Term or any rl Middleton’s comedies. 
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builds on something that was already there. Fitzdottrel, immersed in his 
schemes for making money, believes that he has surprised his wife 
making love with Wittipol, and (n, m) reproaches her: 

O bird, . 

Could you do this? gainst me! and at this time now I 

When I was so employ’d, wholly for you, 

Drown’d in my care (more than the land, I swear, 

I have hope to win) to make you peerless, studying 
For footmen for you, fine-pace huishers, pages, 

To serve you on the knee. ... 

You’ve almost turn’d my good affection to you; 

Sour’d my sweet thoughts, all my pure purposes.... 

Fitzdottrel is an ass and it is quite unnecessary to say that there is not a 
hint of pathos, though it is easy to imagine the temptations of a nine- 
Lth-century novelist in such a scene. (Compare the exaggerated sig¬ 
nificance that is given to Mrs Dombey’s jewels - ‘She flung it down and 
Jod upon the ghttenng heap’, etc.) The pint is that Jonson evident! 

S3?- - 

Li- ‘Sec how the world its veterans rewards ... ). It is, ot course, 
v IV ’ ' , c nrpcpntation that is commented on here. As one 

the tone an manne^ ^ consistc nt throughout and one has to be 

aUve nS to°its X implications even in the smallest particulars. The ‘Spanish 

* S such a mistress of behaviour, 

She knows from the duke’s daughter to the doxy, 

What is their due just, and no more. 

Here the scornful alliteration acts as a leveller (we have seen something 
H m • lonson that is, takes his stand on a scheme that 

showsduke’sdaughter and doxy in proper perspective. It was not merely 
shows oukc u g esteemed of a man for the name of a 

. i»- *. - •*»- 

„ Iknow that Jonson was capable of writing fulsome dedications: 

Conversations M- k ' c wc nccti to inquire, in each instance, the 

but before we make much E)izabcthan aris tocracy had a decent sense of responsi- 

grounds of his praises. Many ot me t,. 

bility, literary and other. 
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up Bunyan’s account of By-End’s ancestry and connexions: ‘My wife ... 
came of a very honourable family, and is arrived to such a pitch of 
breeding, that she knows how to carry it to all, even to prince and 
peasant.’ The tone and method are identical. 1 

In The Devil is an Ass , in Volpone and The Alchemist Jonson is 
drawing on the anti-acquisitive tradition inherited from the Middle 
Ages. But this account is too narrow; the tradition included more than a 
mere distrust of, or hostility towards, riches. Understanding is, perhaps, 
best reached by studying (with Volpone in mind) the speeches of Sir 
Epicure Mammon. Each of them, it seems to me, implicitly refers to a 
traditional conception of ‘the Mean’. Mammon, wooing Doll, describes 
their teeming pleasures: 

and with these 

Delicate meats set our selves high for pleasure, 

And take us down again, and then renew 
Our youth and strength with drinking the elixir, 

And so enjoy a perpetuity 

Of life and lust! And thou shalt have thy wardrobe 
Richer than nature’s, still to change thy self, 

And vary oftener, for thy pride, than she . 2 

The reference to ‘nature’, which gives the proper angle on ‘a perpetuity 
of life and lust’, is important. The accepted standard is ‘natural’, and 
although exact definition would not be easy we may notice the part 
played by that standard throughout jonson’s work. An instance from 
Volpone has been quoted. Mammon’s folly is that he expects Subtle to 

teach dull nature 
What her own forces are . 3 

Similarly in the masque, Mercury Vindicated , the alchemists ‘pretend 
... to commit miracles in art and treason against nature ... a matter of 
immortality is nothing’; they ‘profess to outwork the sun in virtue, and 
contend to the great act of generation, nay almost creation’. 4 The 
obviously expected response is similar to that given to the description of 

1. Dr G. R. Owst-s Literature and Pulpit ,n Medieval England (pp. 97-,09) gives an 
admirable account of the long popular and religious tradition behind Bunyan, reinforcing 
the conclusions that one would draw from reading The Pilgrim-s Progress itself. 

2. The Alchemist, iv, i (iv, 120). 

3. ibid, (iv, 116). 

4- (vii, 236-8). 
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Mammon’s jewels whose light shall ‘strike out the stars’. Who wants to 

strike out the stars, any way ? 1 „ on A mnical 

The Staple of News, that odd combination of morality play and topical 

revue, is generally spoken of as a ‘dotage’; but, apart from the admirably 

comic Staple scenes, it contains passages of unusual power and all of 

these, we notice, are informed by the same attitude. In a speech<? 

boy Senior’s the and-acquisinve theme (the play is ma y 

against the abuse of ‘the Venus of our nme and state, Pecuma ) 

plicitly related to the conception of a natural mean: 


Who can endure to see 
The fury of men’s gullets, and their groins? 

... What need hath nature 

Of silver dishes, or gold chamber-pots? 

Of perfumed napkins, or a numerous family 
To see her eat? poor, and wise, she requires 
Meat only; hunger is not ambitious: 

Say, that you were the emperor of pleasures, 

The great dictator of fashions, for all Europe, 

And had the pomp of all the courts, and kingdoms, 
Laid forth unto the shew, to make yourself 
Gazed and admired at; you must go to bed, 

And take your natural rest: then all this vamsheth. 
Your bravery was but shown; ’twas not possest: 
While it did boast itself, it was then perishing. 


We have seen something of the background that all these passages 
imply That a sense of the mean, an acceptance of natural limitations, 
was a part of the inheritance of Jonson and his contemporaries, can be 
demonstrated from medieval and sixteenth-century sermons and die 
writings of moralists. But it was not something imposed from above, it 
sprang from the wisdom of the common people, and it was only 
indirecdy that it found its way into writing. 2 The ant.-acquis.tive atti¬ 
tude had been more explicidy formulated. It was not only a part of the 
life of the small local communides of the Middle Ages, it was the basis 


'• l irSUpl if,^rSo!irs a on''Thl ) Scom S h Ballads’ (Scrutiny, June 1935) is relevant 
2. An essay by John p ^ v . mn i r that in the Ballads, ‘The images of finery . . . 

here. There it.is j c: ’°* t ou £d as in Bunyan (“. . . he that is clad in Silk and 

possess a symbolical value as P™*°“ ^d dcat h. It is Vanity’ - The rela- 

dot betieS' wnlJ bought and medieval sirmon literature is brought out by Dr Owst. 

D-S.J. — 6 



THE AGE OF JONSON 

of the Canon Law on such subjects as usury. And although the age of 
Jonson was also the age of Sir Giles Mompesson and Sir Arthur Ingram 
it was still, we remember, a commonplace, accepted by the worldly 
Bacon, that ‘The ways to enrich are many, and most of them foul.’ 1 

In a well-known passage in Discoveries Jonson speaks of following the 
ancients ‘as guides, not commanders’: ‘For to all the observations of the 
ancients, we have our own experience; which, if we will use, and apply, 
we have better means to pronounce.’ 2 That this was not a mere assertion 
of independence (or a mere translation - see M. Castelain’s learned edi¬ 
tion) is shown by every page on which he seems to draw most directly on 
the classics. Wherever the editors suggest parallels with Horace or 
Catullus, Tacitus, or Suetonius, the re-creation is as complete as in - to 
take a modern instance - Mr Pound’s Propertius , so complete as to make 
the hunt for ‘sources’ irrelevant. When Fitzdottrel is gloating over the 
prospect of obtaining an estate on which his descendants shall keep his 
name alive, Meercraft, characteristically speaking ‘out of character’, 
reminds him of the revolution of the times: 

fitzdottrel: ’Tis true. 

DROWN'D LANDS will live in drown’d land. 
meercraft: Yes, when you 

Have no foot left; as that must be, sir, one day. 

And though it tarry in your heirs some forty, 

Fifty descents, the longer liver at last, yet, 

Must thrust them out on’t, if no quirk in law 
Or odd vice of their own not do it first. 

We see those changes daily: the fair lands 
That were the client’s, are the lawyer’s now; 

And those rich manors there of goodman Taylor’s, 

Had once more wood upon them, than the yard 
By which they were measured out for the last purchase. 

Nature hath these vicissitudes. She makes 
No man a state of perpetuity, sir. 3 

Here is the passage in Horace (Satires, n, 2 ) that the speech ‘derives’ 
from: 


1. Essays, 'Of Riches’. See Chapter 4, above. 

2. Discoveries, xxi, Non nimium credendum antiqnitatt. 

3. The Devil is an Ass, 11, i (v, 58). 
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nam propriae telluris erum natura neque ilium 
nec me nec quemquam statuit: nos expulit ille, 
ilium aut nequities aut vafri inscitia iuris, 
postremo expellet certe vivacior heres. 

Even in the lines that come nearest to translation there is a complete 
transmutation of idiom: ‘nequities' has become ‘some odd vice and 
‘ignorance of the subtle law’, the sardonically familiar quirk in law . 
But as Horace is left behind the presence of everyday life is fek even 
more immediately, in ‘daily’, ‘those rich manors there and goodman 
Taylor’s’, followed as these are by a kind of country wit about the yard 
stick. The strength of the passage - it is representative - lies in the 

interested but critical inspection of a familiar world. 

In pointing to the idiom we are of course noncing very much more 
than ‘local colour’; we are noticing ways of thought and perception. 
Jonson’s idiom - his vocabulary, turns of phrase, and general linguistic 
habits - might form a study in itself. It was Coleridge who spoke of his 
sterling English diction’ 1 - which seems a sufficient rejoinder to the 
description, ‘ponderous Latinism’, applied by a recent anthologist of the 
seventeenth century. It is easy, as Gifford pointed out, to exaggerate die 
extent of Jonson’s latinized formations when we forget the similar 
exoerimenting of his contemporaries. (And it was not Jonson who tried 
to P introduce ‘lubrical’, ‘magnificate’, ‘ventosity, and the rest.) But 
whereas these have had too much attention, a more striking character,sac 
had had none. Important as Jonson was as a formative influence on die 
Augustan age, his English is not ‘polite’; ,t is, very largely, the popular 
English of an agricultural country. It is not merely a matter of vocabu- 
larv - ‘ging’ (gang), ‘threaves’, ‘ding ,t open : one could go on collect- 
J - his inventive habits are of a kind that can sail be paralleled in 
country life. There is the delighted recognition of those elements of 
caricature that man or nature supplies ready made: It is now such a 

time ... that every man 

what pleases him .’ 2 There are those derisive compounds: Honest, plain, 
Uvery three-pound-thrum’. There is a predilecaon for alliteraave Jingles: 

You shall be soaked, and stroked, and tubb’d and rubb’d. 

And scrubb'd, and fubb’d, dear don. 

u Lectures on Shakespeare (Bohn edition), p. 397. 

2. Pleasure Reconciled to Virtue (vii, 300). 
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And if this kind of clowning is thought unworthy of serious criticism 
we can point to the easy alliterative run of ‘the tip, top, and tuft of all 
our family’, or half the speeches quoted from Sejanus. But even the 
pleasantries reveal a natural bent, and the boisterous coining of nick¬ 
names - ‘His great Verdugoship’ - was more than a rustic habit; ‘old 
Smug of Lemnos’, ‘Bombast of Hohenhein’ (Vulcan and Paracelsus 
indicate an attitude, similar to Nashe’s, 1 of familiar disrespect towards 
text-book worthies. And the amazing fertility that reveals itself now in 
a popular fluency 

- our Doll, our castle, our cinque port. 

Our Dover pier - 

now in Volpone’s mountebank oration, now in Mammon’s description 
of luxury, is an index of a native vigour that we recognize as ‘typically 
Elizabethan’. The more we study Jonson in minute detail the more 
clearly he appears both intensely individual and - the paradox is justifi¬ 
able - at one with his contemporaries. 

The speech last quoted from The Devil is an Ass has a further signi¬ 
ficance; it represents an outlook that is present even in such pure enter¬ 
tainment as The Silent Woman (see Truewit on Time in i, i), and that 
combines easily with hilarious comedy, as in Volpone’s ludicrously 
inadequate modesty: 

mosca : That, and thousands more, 

I hope to see you lord of. 
volpone: Thanks, kind Mosca. 
mosca : And that, when I am lost in blended dust, 

And hundred such as I am in succession - 
volpone : Nay, that were too much, Mosca. 2 

Meercraft’s speech, that is, forms part of the permanent sombre back¬ 
ground of which we are made aware in all of Jonson’s comedies. But the 
insistence on mortality has the very opposite effect of the introduction 
of a death’s head at a feast; it is not for the sake of a gratuitous thrill. 

Nature hath these vicissitudes. She makes 
No man a state of perpetuity, sir. 

x * ^he 8 oc * s a °d goddesses all on a row, bread and crow, from Ops to Pomona, the 
first applewifc, were so dumpt with this miserable wrack . . .’ (Nashe’s Lenten Stuff). 

2. Volpone, i, i (hi, 178). 
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It is the tone - the quiet recognition of the inevitable - that is important; 
and the clearly apprehended sense of mutability heightens, rather than 

detracts from, the prevailing zest. 

It is here, I think, that a genuine ‘classical influence , or at least the 
influence of Horace, can be traced. 

iam Cytherea choros ducit Venus imminente luna, 
iunctaeque Nymphis Gratiae decentes 
alterno terram quatiunt pede . .. 

pallida Mors aequo pulsat pede pauperum tabernas 
regumque turris. 1 2 

The potency of the evocation of the nymphs’ flying feet is not lessened 
because they are also the feet of Time. But even here it is plain that the 
Jonsonian attitude is notacquired but inherited.There is no need to stress 
the medieval and sixteenth-century insistence on wormy circumstance 
(a good deal of it was pathological), but we need to keep in mind the 
way in which, in the popular literature of those periods, death and life 

are vividly juxtaposed. , , 

And the ability to see life under two opposed aspects simultaneously 

was part of the natural equipment of the poets of the seventeenth century 

before the Restoration. It is expressed in Marvell, in the recognition of 

conflicting claims in the Horatian Ode , in the concluding lines of the 

Coy Mistress: 

And tear our pleasures with rough strife 
Through the Iron gates of Life. 

The aspects of experience represented by ‘the Iron gates’ would hardly 
be present in a nineteenth-century ‘love poem’, or, if present, would have 
a totally different intention and effect. It was in connexion with Marvell, 
we remember, that Mr Eliot defined Wit: ‘It involves a recognition, 
implicit in the expression of every experience, of other kinds of ex¬ 
perience which are possible.’ 3 Jonson had not a metaphys.c w,t and he 
was not Donne, but it is a similar recognition, imp belt or explicit, of the 
whole range of human life, that explains his tough equilibrium. 

How little a mere classicizing can produce that equilibrium a final 

1. Odes , i, iv. 

2. See Appendix B, pp. 264 ft., below. 

3. Selected Essays, p. 289. 
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comparison may show. When Jonson’s verse seems to catch an Horatian 
inflexion it is not because he has assumed it: 

dum loquimur, fugerit invida 
aetas 1 

becomes, quite naturally, 

think, 

All beauty doth not last until the autumn: 

You grow old while I tell you this. 2 

On the other hand there is Landor: 

occidit et Pelopis genitor, conviva deorum, 

Tithonusque remotus in auras.... 

... sed omnis una manet nox 
et calcanda semel via led. 3 

Laodameia died; Helen died; Leda, the beloved of Jupiter went before. 

. . . There is no name, with whatever emphasis of passionate love repeated, 
of which the echo is not faint at last. 4 

In this affected mimicry the Horatian tone (‘ durum: sed levius fit 
patientta ), all, in fact, that gives value to the recognition of a common 
night, has completely evaporated, and we are left with as orotund a 
piece of self-indulgence as ever found its way into anthologies. Jonson’s 
tone is that of a man who has seen many civilizations, and is at home in 
one. 

I have tried to show that, in Jonson s audience, we may postulate a 
lively sense of human limitations. When Mammon declared of the elixir 
that, taken by an old man, it will 

Restore his years, renew him, like an eagle, 

To the fifth age; make him get sons and daughters, 

Young giants; as our philosophers have done, 

The ancient patriarchs, afore the flood, 

But taking, once a week, on a knife’s point, 

The quantity of a grain of mustard of it, 

I. Ode f, i, xi. 2. The Devil is an Ass, i, iii (v, 31). 

4. Imaginary Conversations, 'Aesop and Rhodope'.’ 
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thev had a right to laugh as our modern seekers after youth have not. 1 
But it was not a sense that incapacitated from living in the present. One 
does not need to search for illustration of Jonson’s lively interest in every 
aspect of his environment. Meercraft's speech comes from a play which, 
as we shall see, forms the most striking indictment of the newer forms 
of economic parasitism. It would be good to see The Devil is an Ass 
acted; it would be good to see Sejanus - which has a contemporary 
relevance not merely because it is a study o tyranny (We shall be 
marked anon, for our not Hail' ’), but it would be better if one could 
feel assured that they were widely read. Jonson s permanent importance 
is beyond question, but the discipline that a thorough assimilation of h.s 
work imposes is an especial need of the present day. It is not merely that 
poets might profitably study his verse as well as Donne s and Hopkins s, 
Skelton's and The Sealer (I am not suggesting anything so foolish as 
direct imitation); not merely that practitioners of the poetic drama 
might learn something of effective stylization (the result of ^motional 
discipline) from his plays: these matters, m any case are best left to 
D oets But for all of us he is one of the main channels of communication 
with 'an almost vanished tradition. That tradition cannot be appre¬ 
hended in purely literary terms, but we can learn “methmgof. 
through literature, just as to feel our way into the technique of Jonson 
Terse is to share, in some measure, that steady, penetrating scrutiny of 

men and affairs. 

T . „ i (IV 46). Gifford quotes Hurd (iv, 180): 'The pursuit so strongly 

H in tht olai is’forgotten, and therefore its humour must appear exaggerated. It 
3d have pleased" Gifford* lo refute Hurd by quoung from our newspapers and upper- 
class periodicals, with their appeals to ‘Banish middle age , etc. 

2. Sejanus , v, viii (in, 132). 



CHAPTER SEVEN 


Jonson and the Anti-Acquisitive Attitude 


I have tried to show that the vitality of Jonson ’s plays draws on a popu¬ 
lar source. However much he might flaunt ‘the vulgar* in his prologues 
and inter-means, his code formed part of a healthy tradition which his 
audience helped to keep alive. The most effective way of demonstrating 
the value of the inherited standards of the period is to examine those 
masterpieces of Jonson’s in which they are present as a living force. 
More, of course, goes to the making of a great comedy than an accept¬ 
able moral code. In Volpone and The Alchemist Jonson’s general anti- 
acquisitive attitude combines with powerful emotions, with subtle ob¬ 
servation, with all those constituents of value that are only susceptible 
to literary analysis. But here I shall single out only a few strands of that 
rich combination. Since they represent aspects of Jonson’s art which 
have been largely neglected, the emphasis may help to make possible a 
more complete assimilation of his work. 

In Volpone , Jonson’s greatest comedy, played at the Globe in 1606, 
the sardonically alert criticism of accumulation is so obvious as to need 
merely a brief illustration. Herford and Simpson show that Jonson 
found the theme of legacy-hunting in Lucian and Petronius, and 

In choosing such a subject as this Jonson, then, necessarily abandoned 
one of his surest holds upon the play-going public, his powerful presentment 
of the London life at their doors. In Jacobean London similar concoctions 
of greed, cunning, and credulity, were not perhaps much less rife than 
in imperial Rome; but this particular variety of them was not yet at home 
there. Yet the very unfamiliarity of this ‘folly’ touched the vein of a 
Jacobean audience at another point. If they enjoyed seeing London gallants 
and prentices, country simpletons and City wives, made sport of, they were 
at least as accessible to the romantic fascination of strange or exotic crime. 1 

1. Ben Jonson (ed. C. H. Herford and Percy Simpson), The Man and his Wor\, 11, 
P- 53 - 
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‘The romantic fascination of strange or exotic crime’ is utterly beside 
the point. Whether ‘fishing for testaments’ was actually one of the con¬ 
temporary forms of fortune-hunting or not, its significance here is solely 
as a manifestation of human greed, peculiarly appropriate in the era that 

was then beginning. 1 , . 

The general construction can be paralleled in most of Jonson s plays. 

The main theme is focused in a sharp, strong light. Behind it, as « were, 

there is first, a representation of minor follies (the songs of Nano, 

etc., on’ the one hand, and Sir Politick and Lady Would-be: on, the 

other) - variations which help to shape our attitude towards the main 

2 me; then the final sombre setting - ‘When I am lost in blended 

So many cares, so many maladies, 

So many fears attending on old age. 3 

With Sejanus in mind we can understand the sense in which Volpone 
represents ‘the creation of a world’.' It draws potently enough upon the 
acrnal but there is a similar exclusion, a similar concentration upon one 
dominant group of impulses, ‘a unity of inspirauon that radiates into 

1 - »" 7 T-*** 

‘See behold, what thou art queen of ...’. The greed that forms the 
su btct of Volpone includes both the desire of sensuous pleasure as an 
end in itself, and the desire for riches; and the expression of each makes 

similar demands upon the reader. 

Good morning to the day; and next, my gold 1 
Open the shrine, that I may see my saint. 

[Mosca withdraws the curtain, and discovers piles of gold, 

plate, few els, etc.] 

Hail the world’s soul, and mine ! more glad than is 
The teeming earth to see the long’d for sun 
Peep through the horns of the celestial Ram, 

Am I, to view thy splendour darkening his; 

That lying here, amongst my other hoards, 

Shew’st like a flame by night, or like the day 
Struck out of chaos, when all darkness fled 


i. See above, pp. »°5 *’ * ^ n ’ * 7 ^ 

T S. Eliot, Elizabethan Essays, p. 79 * 
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Unto the centre. O thou son of Sol, 

But brighter than thy father, let me kiss, 

With adoration, thee, and every relick 
Of sacred treasure in this blessed room... d 

There is no need to repeat the criticism of the previous chapter, but we 
may remark that this ‘morning hymn to gold’ does not ‘transfigure 
avarice with the glamour of religion and idealism’. 2 It brings the popular 
and religious tradition into play, but that is a different matter; religion 
and the riches of the teeming earth are there for the purpose of ironic 
contrast. 

Volpone himself may 

glory 

More in the cunning purchase of my wealth, 

Than in the glad possession, 3 

but the suitors are solely personifications of greed. ‘Raven, crow, vulture, 
they represent but a narrow class even among birds of prey. They differ 
in their circumstances, not in their bent.’ 4 And in order that the theme 
may be complete and whole the four judges, the Avocatori, are made 
to represent anything but justice. Their complacent fatuity is apparent in 
their stilted and tautological comments. (The court scene, like the meet¬ 
ing of the Senate in Sejanus , is highly stylized.) 

firstavoc. : The like of this the senate never heard of. 
second avoc. : ’Twill come most strange to them when we 
report it. 5 

They display a new-found politeness to Mosca when it seems that he is 
the heir, 0 and the Fourth Judge considers this ‘proper man ... a fit 
match for my daughter’. 7 As for Celia and Bonario, they are com¬ 
pletely, and intentionally, null, and there is no point in talking about 
their ‘white innocence’. 8 The one mode is maintained consistently to 
the end. 


i. i, i (m, 166). 2. Hcrford and Simpson, n, p. 58. 3. 1, i (111, 167-8). 

4 Hcrford and Simpson, 11, p. 63. 5. iv, ii (hi, 273). 6. v, vi (in, 309). 

7. v, viii (111, 314). 

8. 'The rank and uniform depravity of the rogues and dupes is set off by the white 
innocence of Celia and Bonario, who to tell the truth arc, as characters, almost as insipid 
as they arc innocent' (Herford and Simpson, 11, pp. 63-4). 
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Why, your gold 

Is such another med’cine, it dries up 
All those offensive savours: it transforms 
The most deformed, and restores them lovely, 

As ’twere the strange poetical girdle. love 

Could not invent t’himself a shroud more subtle 

To pass Acrisius’ guards. It is the thing 

Makes all the world her grace, her youth, her beauty. 1 

Volpone is a work of art, a particular experience, and in reading it we 
are concerned solely with those passions that Jonson chooses to exhibit, 
and the particular way in which he exhibits them. But it is worth notic¬ 
ing how many variations are, at different points, explicitly related to the 
main themes. The Third Act opens with Mosca's praise of his profession 

in typical hyperbole: 

O! your parasite 

Is a most precious thing, dropt from above, 

Nor bred ’mongst clods and clodpoles, here on earth- 


... And, yet, 

I mean not those that have your bare town-art, 

To know who’s fit to feed them; have no house, 

No family, no care, and therefore mould 
Tales for men’s ears, to bait that sense; or get 
Kitchen invention, and some stale receipts 
To please the belly and the groin; nor those, 

With their court-dog tricks, than can fawn and fleer, 

Make their revenue out of legs and faces, 

Echo my lord, and lick away a moth: 

But your fine elegant rascal.... 

All the forms of parasitism that Mosca does not mean are here brought 
within the scope of the same trend of feeling as that which is aroused 
towards Mosca himself. 3 There is a similar effect in the praise of 

Volpone’s craft: 


i. v, i (hi, 289). 

2 - Compare w’.^Empson, Seven Types o / Amenity, pp. 26,-, where the examples, 
although very different £rom this, illustrate the affirmatrve poss.brl.ucs of not . 
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volpone: I gain 

No common way; I use no trade, no venture; 

I wound no earth with plough-shares, fat no beasts, 

To feed the shambles; have no mills for iron, 

Oil, corn, or men, to grind them into powder: 

I blow no subtle glass, expose no ships 
To threat’nings of the furrow-faced sea; 

I turn no monies in the public bank, 

No usure private. 

mo sc a : No, sir, nor devour 

Soft prodigals. You shall have some will swallow 
A melting heir as glibly as your Dutch 
Will pills of butter, and ne’er purge for it; 

Tear forth the fathers of poor families 
Out of their beds, and coffin them alive 
In some kind clasping prison, where their bones 
May be forthcoming, when the flesh is rotten: 

But your sweet nature doth abhor these courses; 

You loathe the widow’s or the orphan’s tears 
Should wash your pavements, or their piteous cries 
Ring in your roofs, and beat the air for vengeance. 1 

What we are forced to notice here is the magnificently adroit transition 
from the legitimate forms of gain (that Volpone neglects these reflects 
only on himself) to those which stand there for bitterly derisive contem¬ 
plation. The change is marked in the fifth line 

.. . have no mills for iron, 

Oil, corn, or men , to grind them into powder, 

and in Mosca’s rejoinder grim caricature is followed by the emphatic 
moral indignation of, 

Tear forth the fathers of poor families 
Out of their beds, and cofhn them alive 
In some kind clasping prison. 2 

1. i, i (ii i, 168). 

2. Compare Jonson's attitude towards enclosures as expressed in King James's Enter¬ 
tainment in Passing to his Coronation , 1603 (vi, 425): 

Now innocence shall cease to he the spoil 
Of ravenous greatness, or to steep the soil 
Ot rased peasantry with tears and blood. 
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Mr Eliot says that ‘the worlds created by ardsts like Jonson ... are not 
fancy, because they have a logic of their own; and this logic lUur " in «“ 
the actual world, because it gives us a new point of view from which 
inspect it.’' Mr Eliot's essay is the finest crincism of Jonson that we have, 
but L connexion between Jonson's plays and ‘the actual world' is very 
much closer than that sentence allows. The attitude expressed in th 
passage last quoted informs the whole of Volf one, and it is, stricdy a 
moraf attitude. Great literature cannot be discussed > n purely moral 
terms, for the reason that these, at best, are too broad and gene al. But 
literary analysis is the keenest instrument we possess for the exploration 
of human values, and Volf one - a masterpiece,of literary^art serves 
make the point on which other great artists, besides Jonson, have been 
emphatic- ‘The essential function of art is moral. Not aesthetic not 
decorative, not pastime and recreation, but moral.' * The comedy o 
Volf one is universal, but it would be perverse not to relate it to the 

acquisitiveness of a particular time and place. 

In order to understand the contemporary background of The 
Alchemist (1610) we need to know more about the various formslof 
fortune-hunting of the period than about the history of alchemy. We 
have to realizefof course, that alchemy was not a back-streetNot 
long before Jonson wrote Dr Dee had been consulted by half the fashion¬ 
able Liety in London, and Edward Kelly had been, for a time the 

h 1, .... Burghley h-d to 

»«* -■> “- 7 "‘ - 

^AUhemist IZ llfone, is built on the double theme of lust 
and greed, and the whole play is constructed so as to isolate and magnify 

•the impossibility of any an d the Prologues and Inductions generally. 

^ford anfsimp-: u^ Sargent, A Me C~* of Queen El,za- 

bet'h, chap, vii, where Burghley's letter is quoted, p. *«5- 
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the central theme. The extraordinary complications of the plot all centre 
on Subde and Face, and all work to one end. The play is completely 
self-consistent; all of the simplified characters are actuated by variations 
of the one motive, and no extraneous passions are allowed to enter. To 
put it another way, all the interests aroused in the reader point in one 
direction, so that effects of exaggeration are possible here as they would 
not be in a ‘realistic’ play or in a play involving more complicated 
emotions. In a world of caricature the speeches of Sir Epicure Mammon 
do not appear ‘unnatural’; they are merely a characteristic heightening 
of the effect. 

Come on, sir. Now, you set your foot on shore 
In Novo Orbe ; here’s the rich Peru: 

And there within, sir, are the golden mines, 

Great Solomon’s Ophir! he was sailing to’t, 

Three years, but we have reach’d it in ten months. 

This is the day, wherein, to all my friends, 

I shall pronounce the happy word, be rich; 

THIS DAY YOU SHALL BE S P ECT A TI S S I MI. 

You shall no more deal with the hollow dye, 

Or the frail card. No more be at charge of keeping 
The livery-punk for the young heir.... 

No more of this. You shall start up young viceroys, 

And have your punks, and punketees, my Surly. 1 

Mammon’s first speech is representative. There is the typical inflation, 
containing within itself the destructive irony, and exploding when the 
height of ambition and the commonest sin are linked together in the 
concluding lines. Our response is the sardonic contemplation that we 
give to the ‘cob-swan’, ‘the holy purse’, or Caesar’s ‘ulcerous and 
anointed face’. The effect is pervasive: 

I will have all my beds blown up, not stuft; 

Down is too hard : and then, mine oval room 
Fill’d with such pictures as Tiberius took 
From Elephantis, and dull Aretine 
But coldly imitated. Then, my glasses 
Cut in more subtle angles, to disperse 
And multiply the figures, as I walk 
Naked between my succubae ... 


i. ii, i (iv, 43). 
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... Where I spy 

A wealthy citizen, or a rich lawyer, 

Have a sublimed pure wife, unto that fellow 
I’ll send a thousand pound to be my cuckold. 

... I’ll have no bawds, 

But fathers and mothers: they will do it best. 

Best of all others. And my flatterers 
Shall be the pure and gravest of divines, 

That I can get for money. My mere fools, 

Eloquent burgesses . 1 


The exaggeration is of course the very opposite of simple hyperbole 
The astonishing comparisons (‘dull Aretine'), the violent alignment of 
characters which convention assumes are natural opposites (flatterers, 
divines; fools: eloquent burgesses), generate an intensely critical activity 
in the reader, make him aware that he is called on to ,udge a mode of 

experience as well as to enjoy the representauon. 

Mammon’s speeches are central; every other scene, although an end in 
itself leads up to them, and they in turn reflect on the whole course of 
the action. There is no need to comment on Drugger, Dapper, 

^■ a5tr ^' A gentleman newly warm in his land, 

Scarce cold in his one and twenty, that does govern 

His sister here; and is a man himself 
Of some three thousand a year, and is come up 
To learn to quarrel and to live by his wits, 

And will go down again, and die in the country 

_ but the Puritans, Ananias and Tribulation Wholesome, have a special 


1. ii, i (iv, 52). I h jonson expresses scorn (admirably 

2 . ibid, (.v, 85). This b "O' * e for the parasitedandlord. Compare La- 

effective in the flat moveme shew d myself to my friends in court, and after 

Foole in Eptcoene, 1, 1 (*». 35 1 )* * * * and survcycd my lands, let new leases, took 
went down to my tenants in ^ hcrc> upon ladies: - and now I can take up 

their money, spent it ,n eyC which such crcal ures arc judged is the old one which 
at my pleasure. Ine stanaaiu 7 

^urcd landed wealth - J ^ nurscry of nobility) was noble, 

Otrommon out-cryi goodness gave thegr«m« S . 

And greatness worship : every house became 
Z aSdetny of honour, and those parts 
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significance. They stand not merely for hypocrisy, but for acquisition 
with a good conscience. Subde explains that 

Such as are not graced in a state, 

May, for their ends, be adverse in religion, 

And get a tune to call the flock together , 1 

and certainly the hypocrisy is there (‘casting of dollars is concluded 
lawful’ 2 ). But there is also a complacence in Tribulation’s willingness to 
ally himself and ‘the holy brethren of Amsterdam’ with riches, 

weighing 

What need we have to hasten on the work 
For the restoring of the silenced saints, 

Which ne’er will be, but by the philosopher’s stone. 

And so a learned elder, one of Scotland, 

Assured me; aurum potabile being 
The only med’cine for the civil magistrate, 

T’incline him to a feeling for the cause; 

And must be daily used in the disease . 3 

Indeed, 

We may be temporal lords ourselves, I take it . 4 

Neither Ananias nor Tribulation ‘represents’ Puritanism, but their con¬ 
cern with the stone, their shrewd dealing, and Subde’s ironic catalogue 
of their offences - 

(You) take the start of bonds broke but one day, 

And say, they were forfeited by providence 6 - 

caricature an absorpdon in worldly business against which the Protes¬ 
tantism of the new business classes was insufficiendy armed. 


Wc see departed in the practice now 

Quite from the institution. (The New Inn (1629), I, i (v, 313)) 

All these passages are relevant to the question of •housekeeping' and aristocratic responsi¬ 
bility discussed in Chapter 3, above. It is Carlo Buffone who remarks: ‘To be an accom¬ 
plished gentleman, that is, a gentleman of the time, you must give over housekeeping in 
the country, and live altogether in the city amongst gallants’ {Every Man out of his 
Humour , i, i (11, 30)). 

1. The Alchemist y 11, ii (iv, 91). 

2. IV, iv (IV, 146). Herford and Simpson point out (n, 104) that 'when Ananias intro¬ 
duces himself as "a faithful Brother” and Subtle affects to understand by this a devotee 
of alchemy, the two professions at once assume an air of parallel fraternities’. 

3. in, i (iv, 88). 4. in, ii (1 v, 9 i). 5. ibid, (iv, 92). 
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In The Devil is an Ass (1616) Jonson handles, with a difference, the 
devil theme that had proved so popular in such plays as Gnm the Collier 
of Croydon and the ‘dear delight’ of theatre audiences, The Merry Devil 
of Edmonton. Pug, the devil, who obtains leave of absence from Hell to 
try his tricks on earth, is an ass because he is so ineffectual. Satan has 
warned him that their ‘breed and trade’ is likely to decay, since vices are 
bred more quickly in the upper world than in the lower, and Pug, after 
a bad time among the gallants and ladies of fashion, is glad to return 

to comparative peace below. 


You talk of a university! Why, hell is 
A grammar school to this I 1 

The satire is lively, varied, and direct; it includes the jealous husband, 
the greedy and ambitious ciitzen, the foolish justice, idle ladies aping 
court manners, believers in witchcraft, and London vice in general. Bu 
the main theme is provided by the projectors, monopolists and patentee 
whose activities had increased so alarmingly by the middle of the re gn 
of James I. The play was produced in 1616, and it is worth galling 
that this was the boom period for projectors and monopolists, culminat¬ 
ing in parliamentary action in 162. and 1624. In 16.4 fit was reported 
that, “as a garden, clean weeded, weeds again next year , so since 16 
fresh crop of objectionable grants had sprung up ' the reluctate of Par¬ 
liament tovote supplies had forced James ,0 take further advantgoftiie 
opportunities that monopolies seemed to offer for filling die royal purse, 
and in this he was aided by Bacon, who became Chancellor ,n 1616, the 

year in which Cockayne’s experimentcollapsed.ThereisnodoubtthatTAe 

Ll is an Ass reflects popular opinion, just as it anticipated *e parlia¬ 
mentary action of 1621 which exposed some of theworst of the pr°]ect°rs. 
In all of Jonson’s plays we are conscious that he is obser g 

temporary world, but never 

issue so effectively.’ Its effectiveness is due to the fact that it is so much 

,. The Devil is an Ass, iv, i (V, 109). Cf. Lucifer's comment in Middleton's The Black, 

Boo{ (1604). And wcrc h num bcrcd well 

There are more devils on earth than are in hell. 

(Worlds, cd. Bullen, vm, p. 7) 

2 . Scott,p. .4.. And see above, pp. Jonson was . accU sed' „„ account 

oiiCPardos r^nssei of the Duke of Dtownland: the King desired him to conceal 
it’ ( Conversations, 16 (ix, 400)). 
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more than a political pamphlet. The method is similar to that of the 
greater plays; like them it draws upon and refines the healthy instincts 
of its audience, and gives point and coherence to a vague popular senti¬ 
ment. But whereas Volpone had been concerned with attitudes and 
impulses permanent in human nature, though liberated and enforced by 
contemporary events, The Devil is an Ass brings the events themselves 
upon the stage. Unwin, who was better qualified to speak than most, 
remarked that, ‘A study of the leading characters in The Devil is an Ass 
... would be by far the best introduction to the economic history of the 
period’, 1 and one of the best ways of appreciating its qualities is to 
examine the satire on projectors, its scope and method. 

Fitzdottrel is the born dupe, the greedy prey. 2 Wittipol’s account of 
him is that he loves the devil (Pug has taken service with him), 

for hidden treasure 

He hopes to find; and has proposed himself 
So infinite a mass, as to recover, 

He cares not what he parts with, of the present, 

To his men of art, who are the race may coin him. 3 

Temporarily deserting the alchemists he lends a ready ear to Meercraft, 
‘the wit, the brain, the great projector’, who ‘is newly come to town’. 4 

one that projects 

Ways to enrich men, or to make them great, 

By suits, by marriages, by undertakings: 

According as he sees they humour it. 5 

The scheme that Meercraft proposes - the recovery of drowned lands, 
or fen drainage - happens to be completely bogus, and Fitzdottrel does 
his best to ruin himself, but the bogusness does not matter. What is re¬ 
markable is the extent of Jonson’s knowledge of the intricate machinery 
that is set at work by the patent seekers. Money has to be raised - 

We’ll take in citizens, commoners and aldermen, 

To bear the charge, and blow them off again, 

Like so many dead flies, when it is carried, 6 

1. Shakespeare's England , i, p. 339. 

2. The Dottrel (Fuller tells us) is ... a mirth-making bird ... that is easily caught, 
or rather catcheth himself by his own over-active imitation' - Gifford's note, (v, 50.) 

3. 1, iii (v, 26). 4. ibid, (v, 36). 5. ibid. 6. 11, i (v, 39). 
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- and the Crown has to be promised 


a moiety, 

If it be owner; else the crown and owners 
To share that moiety, and the recoverers 
To enjoy the other moiety for their charge . 1 


Jonson is aware of the whitewash of ‘reward for invention’; Meercraft 
says of Lady Tailbush: 


onrl T now 


Arc on a project for the fact, and venting 
Of a new kind of fucus, paint for ladies, 

To serve the kingdom: wherein she herself 
Hath travailed, specially, by way of service 
Unto her sex, and hopes to get the monopoly 
As the reward for her invention . 2 


There is share-dealing, with pickings for the favoured, and corruption 
of officials: 

dealing 


Already upon caution for the shares, 

And master Ambler he is named examiner 
For the ingredients, and the register 
Of what is vented, and shall keep the office. 

Now if she break with you of this, (as I 
Must make the leading thread to your acquaintance, 
That, how experience gotten in your being 
Abroad, will help our business,) think of some 
Pretty additions, but to keep her floating . 3 


And then there is the unofficial side of the business. For a patent » be 
successful it needs the ‘countenance’ of great men;‘ Meercraft tells W 
other of his dupes of his ‘pains at court, to get you each a patent, and 
Lady Tailbush’s time is taken up with visits at court to oil the wheels. 


“ i V ( ;,' 0 4 . Wittipo! asks, 'What is he, end in ihisf and Jonson answers through 
Meercraft, 


3. in, i(v, 87). 


Merely ambition, 

Sir, to grow great, and court it with the secret, 
Though she pretend some other. 

4. n,i(v, 39). 
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lady tailbush: I swear I must tomorrow 

Begin my visits, would they were over, at court: 

It tortures me to think on them. 
lady eitherside: I do hear 

You have cause, madam, your suit goes on . 1 

Society advertising plays its part. Tailbush is 

infinitely bound 

Unto the ladies, they have so cried it up , 2 

and Eitherside, who helps to set the fashion for the new fucus, is to get 
‘every month a new gown out of it’. 3 The flashy Everill is kept in 
‘Scarlet, gold-lace, and cut-works’ by Meercraft, and haunts fashionable 
eating-houses 4 so that he may 

Stand 

Your name of credit, and compound your business, 

Adjourn your beatings every term, and make 
New parties for your projects . 5 

Meercraft has little to learn from modern copy-writers. Another of his 
projects is, 

For serving the whole state with tooth-picks; 

Somewhat an intricate business to discourse: but 
I show how much the subject is abused, 

First, in that one commodity; then what diseases 
And putrefactions in the gums are bred, 

By those are made of adulterate and false wood; 

My plot for reformation of these, follows: 

To have all tooth-picks brought unto an office, 

There seal’d; and such as counterfeit them, mulcted . 6 
And last, for venting them, to have a book 
Printed, to teach their use, which every child 
Shall h. ve throughout the kingdom, that can read, 

And learn to pick his teeth by: which beginning 
Early to practise, with some other rules, 

Of never sleeping with the mouth open, chewing 
Some grains of mastick, will preserve the breath 
Pure and so free from taint . 7 

i i v, i (v, 98). 2. IV, i(v,95). 3. 1 V, i (v, 98). 4. 111, i (v, 76). 

5. 111, i (v, 84). 6. Compare the New Draperies, etc. 7. iv, i (v, 99). 
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Everything, in short, is there, and Unwin’s statement is no exag¬ 
geration. 

But if the play were merely a satiric catalogue of economic abuses 
there would be less reason to read it today. It is the method, the angle at 
which the abuses are presented, that is important. The method is in¬ 
dicated in the quotations that have been given; the list of projects makes 
it clear. Offhand, after a first reading, one would probably say that all 
of Meercraft’s schemes were fanciful caricatures of reality. But they 
include not only projects for making gloves of dogskins and wine of 
blackberries, 1 but also sensible-sounding schemes (‘a patent ... tor the 
laudable use of forks’ 2 ), and plans for a rationalized industry: 


I will save in cork, 

In my mere stop’ling, above three thousand pound, 

Within that term; by googing of them out 
Just to the size of my botdcs, and not slicing: 

There’s infinite loss in that. 3 

All the projects, moreover, are said to be carried through in a way that 
keeps close to reality. The method, of course, is to keep the audience 
shifting uneasily from fantastic caricature to sober truth, and back^ unul 
reality itself is seen in the same critical light as the caricature. Here 1 
Meercraft’s introduction of himself on his first appearance: 


Sir, money’s a whore, a bawd, a drudge; 

Fit to run out on errands: let her go. 

1 Via, pecunial when she’s run and gone, 

And fled, and dead; then will I fetch her again 
With aqua vitae, out of an old hogshead ! 

While there are lees of wine, or dregs of beer, 

I’ll never want her! Coin her out of cobwebs. 
Dust, but I’ll have her ! raise wool upon egg shells 
Sir, and make grass grow out of marrow bones, 

To make her come. 4 


Some of Meercraft’s projects rank with those of Sir Politick Would-be, 
and the end of his speech suggests that we are to be transported to a 
cloud-cuckoo land of projectors. But the aqua v.tae patent, with its 


i. ii, i(v, 42-4). 2- v, iii (v, 129). 

5. Volpone, iv, i (in, 262-5). 
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abuses, was taken direct from life, 1 and the ironic play generates a 
critical attitude which allows the main point to have its full effect. 

For the intention is not, of course, to raise prejudice against invention 
itself. The scheme on which Meercraft persuades Fitzdottrel to embark, 
the reclaiming of ‘drowned land’, was both feasible and (abuses in the 
execution apart) something that could be honestly approved.' The 
audience therefore had no excuse for missing the point: it is the greed 
that prompts this and the other schemes which is aimed at. 

meercraft: Sir, there’s not place 

To give you demonstration of these things, 

They are a little too subtle. But I could show you 

Such a necessity in it, as you must be 

But what you please; against the received heresy, 

That England bears no dukes. Keep you the land, sir, 

The greatness of the estate shall throw’t upon you. 

If you like better turning it to money, 

What may not you, sir, purchase with that wealth? 

Say you should part with two of your millions, 

To be the thing you would, who would not do’t? 

As I protest I will, out of my dividend, 

Lay for some pretty principality 

In Italy, from the church: now you, perhaps, 

Fancy the smoke of England rather? But - 
Have you no private room, sir, to draw to, 

To enlarge ourselves more upon? 3 

1. See Scott, i, p. 116. Cf. T. and P., 11, pp. 271, 281: ‘Beer-eager, Vinegar, aqua- 
vitae, be it never so bad, if the patentee hath his imposition, it passeth for good’ (1601). 
Sec also The Alchemist, 1, i (tv, 14) - ‘sell the dole beer to aqua vitae men’ - which sug¬ 
gests how the aqua vitae was made. 

2. The main fen drainage schemes belong to the reign of Charles I, but various under¬ 
takers had been busy under Elizabeth, and in 1605 Sir John Popham and others had 
attempted to drain the ‘Great Level’ - sec Scott, 11, pp. 352-7. There was, of course, 
justification for the popular hostility towards the drainage companies. ‘The first notorious 
undertaker was the Earl of Lincoln, in Queen Elizabeth's days. His covetous Lordship by 
bribes to some Courtiers, and mis information by pretending what a glorious work drain¬ 
ing would be to the public, and that he had the consent of the Country (which indeed 
were but an inconsiderable party of his own faction) procured a patent or commission for 
the draining of the Fens. But his private ends were to drain his own surrounded foul 
lands at the public charges; and he so packed his commissioners by making them Judges 
and Parties, that they made a Level and took away the poor country-men’s lands (which 
were never drowned, or bettered by overflowing) for melioration' (Anti-Pro/ector (1651), 
p. 2, quoted by Cunningham, it, p. 113, note 8). See also, ibid., pp. 114-19. 

3. 11, i(v, 45 ). 
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If Fitzdottrel’s response is a caricature, it is a caricature in which the 
reality is easily recognizable. 


He will make me a duke! 

No less, by heaven I Six mares to your coach, wife I 


... All Crowland 

Is ours, wife; and the fens, from us, in Norfolk, 

To the utmost bounds in Lincolnshire! we have view d it, 

And measur’d it within all, by the scale: 

The richest tract of land, love, in the kingdom 1 
There will be made seventeen or eighteen millions, 

Or more, as’t may be handled I 1 2 


This, then, is the impulse behind the projects of th<trim. 
tageous to the country, not burdensome to those affecte , p 

ilk= 

t “St ivi sit: s t, .. ** 


out. 

The Staple of News was produced by the K, "S' ^"’js^when the 
public stage then at Court, early in i 2 , at^ j h, in ’ w hi c h the 
country was begmn.ng to recover In the first place it 

reign of James I had ended, it is a • anneal bv satiric 

is a revue of social and economic toptcahues, maki g PP . 
references to commonplaces of the hour. There is satire g 


1 . n,i(v, 55)- 

2. The Shopkeepers 

have had a 

A long vacation 


pitiful hard time on’t, 
from their cozening. 

( 1 , i (v, I7°» 


Thomas the Barber’s patent^ ^ ^ ^ 

Whereof there is a manifest decay . ^ ^ 

ma, glance at projects designed to foster commercial activtty. 

183 



THE AGE OF JONSON 

country gentlemen, 1 on the ‘golden heir’ whose arrival in town is news 
indeed, and of importance’ for the fortune hunters, - on the usurer, wor¬ 
ried that money has ‘fallen of? two in the hundred , 3 on puritans, on 
‘jeerers’, followers of a fashionable craze, 5 and on the unpopular Gon- 
domar. 6 The pedigree of Lady Pecunia is deduced ‘from all the Spanish 
mines in the West-Indies’, 7 and the opportunities open to native gold- 
miners are mentioned together with a thinly veiled reference to Sir Bevis 
Bulmer: 

pennyboy junior: Dost thou want any money, founder? 
PENNYBOY CANTER : Who,sir,I? 

Did I not tell you I was bred in the mines, 

Under Sir Bevis Bullion. 
pennyboy junior: That is true, 

I quite forgot, you mine-men want no money, 

Your streets are pav’d with’t: there the molten silver 
Runs out like cream on cakes of gold. 8 

And of course there are mock patents, a and the courtier is castigated for 
his ‘fly-blown projects’; 10 he is 

a moth, a rascal, a court-rat, 

That gnaws the commonwealth with broking suits, 

And eating grievances. 11 

The best of the merely topical satire is found in the Staple scenes (i, i; 

1. pennyboy junior: Here is dominc Picklock, 

My man of law, solicits all my causes, 

Follows my business, makes and compounds my quarrels 
Between my tenants and me; sows all my strifes, 

And reaps them too; troubles the country for me, 

And vexes any neighbour that I please. (i i, i (v, 209)) 

2. i, ii (v, 172). 

3. 11, i (v, 189). 1 he legal rate of interest had been reduced to eight per cent by a statute 
of 1624. 

4. m, i (v, 227 tf.). 5. iv, i (v, 248 ff.). 6. in, i(v, 233). 

7. 11, i (v, 192). Her ‘line' also includes the mines of Hungary, and of Barbary, be¬ 
sides 'the Welsh mine', iv, i (v, 263). 

8. 1, i (v, 171) See above, pp. 80 ff., for Bulmer. 

9 - A precept for the wearing of long hair, 

To run to seed, to sow bald pates withal. (111, i (v, 232)) 

10. iv, i (v, 265). 

11. 1 v, i (v, 268). 
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SSSir SSTf SK3T-*; sf;:S 

SJKS i-^iSKiSSu - - 

•t b “'S S i".' 

symbolism is, in fact, too obv ‘°" s - enn ^ £ y ^ p enn yboy Canter. He 

into his estate on the supposed death of h.s MlV X 

courts the Lady Pecunia, who is staying .ci the hous o " h r 

bo, (Mi*,) i, — l» Tb= 

nurse, her women, Statute and » favours too freely to his para- 
young heir, however, distributes ecuma Pennyboy 

sites, and Pecunia falls into a consumption .At | 

Canter, who has been following his son Claimed £ ro m their vices, 
himself, and Miser and Prodigal are alike reclaimed from 

Pecunia speaks the moral at the end: 

And so Pecunia herself doth wish. 

That she may still be aid unto their uses 
Not slave unto then pleasures, or a tyrant 
Over their fair desires; but teach themnil 
The golden mean; the prodigal how to live, 

• in the sixteen-twenties see the 
I. For an account of the early ncws E - P r; ThcTaMicst English 

Introduction to this play by Hcrford an had at ] cast tW o news-sheets of 

newspapers were printed in Holland, bu unvaria. . • • Translated out of the Low 

its own, Weekly News from Daly. G f’T” y ' d News from most parts of Christendom, 
Dutch Copy, printed by Bourne and Arch^ ^ . bultcred ncW s’, etc. Another may 
printed by Nathaniel Butter. Cf. Jonson s rc f c rs as - thc Captain (ibid., 

have been run by one Captain Ga.nford. to whom^ ncw$ vcndors had the same 

pp. 172-3)* Judging by ‘ h ;; c L ^ in DU t t sensational and the pathetic S ee the account of 
r e l«ZoZ C Z S iSgue < ( ,62, >> Jjy r al ^k c d In the masque, News 

2 in i ‘To the Reader (v, 219)- -nose of the author’, m, *» To 1116 

3'. Jonson is explicit: • the and womcn of the time the vices 

Reader’ (v, 219). The characters are am dA* ^ mistrcss Money (whose favours he 

male and female. Prodigality, like y g the ln £ anu of the mines (n, 

scatters like counters), pranked up UKe P 
(v, 216-17)). 
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The sordid and the covetous how to die: 

That with sound mind: this, safe frugality. 1 

It is a flat conclusion, but the money theme had given Jonson an 
opportunity for some characteristic satire. Pecunia is 

The talk o’ the time! the adventure of the age! 

• • • • • 

All the world are suitors to her. 

All sorts of men, and all professions. 

You shall have stall-fed doctors, cramm’d divines, 

Make love to her, and with those studied 
And perfumed flatteries, as no room can stink 
More elegant, than where they are. 2 

The Miser praises ‘The Venus of the time and state, Pecunia’: 8 

All this nether world 
Is yours, you command it, and do sway it; 

The honour of it, and the honesty, 

The reputation, ay, and the religion, 

(I was about to say, and had not err’d,) 

Is Queen Pecunia’s. 4 

The poet, Madrigal, makes a saraband in her honour: 

She makes good cheer, she keeps full boards, 

She holds a fair of knights and lords, 

A market of all offices, 

And shops of honours, more or less. 

According to Pecunia’s grace, 

The bride hath beauty, blood, and place; 

The bridegroom virtue, valour, wit, 

And wisdom, as he stands for it. 5 

1. v, ii (v, 291). The Prodigal and his money had formed part of that earlier theatrical 
medley, Cynthia's Revels, or The Fountain of Self-Love (1601). There Asotus, the citizen’s 
son turned pseudo-gallant, had been similarly careless of Argurion (money), who had 
wasted away under his foolish treatment. ‘Cupid strikes Money in love with the Prodigal, 
makes her dote upon him, give him jewels, bracelets, carcanets, etc. All which he most 
ingeniously d.p«/ts withal to be made known to the other ladies and gallants . . .’ 
(Induction (11, ..08)). 

2. 1, ii (v, 183-4). 3. 11, i (v, 210). 

5. iv, i(v, 255-6). Cf. 

... my most noble Money . . . 

My princess here; she that, had you but kept 
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The quotations that have been given show how the verse varies from 
tame moralizing to brisk sardonic satire. There is a goo ea 
merely boring - as when Jonson relies solely on symbolic actio . 
money them! does not only provide an opportunity for morale com¬ 
ments, the best parts of the play (and they are bod, H-r and more num 
erous than the common verdict seems to allow) still exhibit J 
grasp of an humane scheme of values, values which are potendy there. 

pennvbov SENIOR! Your grace is sad, methinks, and melancholy, 

You do not look upon me with that face 
As you were wont, my goddess, bright Pecuma. 

Altho’ your grace be fallen off two in the hundred, 

In vulgar estimation: yet am I 

Your grace’s servant still; and teach this body 

To bend, and these my aged knees to buckle, 

In adoration, and just worship of you. 

Indeed, I do confess, I have no shape 
To make a minion of, but I am your martyr, 

Your grace’s martyr. I can hear the rogues, 

As I do walk the streets, whisper and point, 

‘There goes old Pennyboy, the slave of money, 

Rich Pennyboy, lady Pecunia’s drudge, 

A sordid rascal, one that never made 

Good meal in his sleep, but sells the acates are sent him, 

Fish, fowl, and venison, and preserves himse t, 

Like an old hoary rat, with mouldy pie-crust 
This I do hear, rejoicing I can suffer ^ 2 

This, and much more for your good grace s sak . 


And treated kindly, would have made V°«nobte. 

And wise too: nay, perhaps have one , j (v, 260)) 

A- « “ ““ U " 0t ' m “ dC h a Je for mcranve. Bicker 

Apparently the only thing money cannot do is to 

tells Madri S al > your hope 

Of Helicon will never carry it here, 

With our fat family; we have the dullcs ’ . ( 204)) 

MOS1 unbored cars for verse among on, fcmaW ^ JM. •< ■^ 

e.g. II, i (v, 2,3), where Pennybo, or lv> i (v, 256), where he makes 
that he returns Mortgage, Band, etc., 

Pecunia kiss each of his hangers-on. : nn ; n (T ‘Who can endure to see the fury 

2 1., i (v, .89). Compare the fine passage beginning 

of men’s gullets . . .?* quoted on p. 161 above. 
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Besides this caricature, done with the old skill, we can place the bitter 
comment of Pennyboy Canter, 

I am a wretch, a beggar: She the fortunate, 

Can want no kindred; we the poor know none. 1 

The Magnetic Lady (1632), Jonson’s last completed play, is one of the 
only two that can properly be classed as a ‘dotage’. 2 The uncertainty of 
purpose that had prevented The Staple of News from achieving great¬ 
ness now results in complete dissipation. Here are ‘fine fancies, figures, 
humours, characters, ideas, definitions of lords and ladies’, 3 everything, 
in fact, but inspiration. 

An exhibition of ‘humours’ of the old kind is combined with a 
morality element similar to that of The Staple of News. Placentia Steel 
is an orphan in the charge of the rich Lady Loadstone, and she has been 
‘brought up’ by Polish, with ‘the nurse Keep that tended her’. 4 Her 
dowry, however, is in the hands of Sir Moth Interest, a usurer, brother 
of Lady Loadstone; and various suitors - a prelate, a doctor, a ‘vi-politic 
or sub-secretary’, and a lawyer - attempt to marry her and get her dowry 
from Sir Moth. Finally she (or rather the real Placentia, for the sup¬ 
posed ward turns out to be a changeling) marries Compass, whose func¬ 
tion it is to ‘reconcile’ the various humours. Lady Loadstone and her 
niece share the attributes of the Lady Pecunia - 

Your ladyship is still the Lady Loadstone, 

That draws, and draws unto you, guests of all sorts; 

1 he courtiers, and the soldiers, and the scholars, 

The travellers, physicians, and divines, 5 

and there is a good deal of unrealized symbolism. The only parts of the 

play that are of any interest arc those that deal with money and business 
methods. 

In The Staple of News Pennyboy Senior is an obvious caricature of the 
new t\pc of business man. It is not merely that he has an unquenchable 

1. iv, i(v, 256). 

2. The other being The New Inn (1629). 

3. faductwn (vi, 5). The •characters' of course are pithy character sketches of the 
kind that had long been popular in the pages of Overbury, Earle, Breton, etc. 

4. 1, 1 (vi, 19). 

5. 1, i (vi, 18). I.ady Loadstone’s husband had been Governor of the East India Com¬ 
pany, and had left her ‘the wealth of six East-Indian fleets at least' (11, i (vi, 40)). 
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thirst for money, he flaunts those virtues that are incompatible with the 
pursuit of gain. 

pennyboy senior: I’d keep my word, sure, 

I hate that man that will not keep his word. 

When did I break my word? 
lickfinger: Or I, till now? 

And ’tis but half an hour. 
pennyboy senior: Half a year, 

To me that stand upon a minute of time: 

I am a just man, I love still to be just. 

He shuns gluttony, ‘gross gluttony, that will undo our land’ and he has 
a righteous hatred of government interference in business: the act which 
reduced interest to eight per cent not only ‘bound our hands, shorten d 
our arms’, it defrauded the poor by lessening the opportunity for philan- 

t *' r ° Py ' ... they that made that law. 

To take away the poor’s inheritance! 

It was their portion, I will stand to it; 

And they have robb’d them of it, plainly robb d them. 

I still am a just man, I tell the truth. 1 

Similarly, in The Magnetic Lady Sir Moth Interest displays a method!- 
cal business thrift: 

compass: There’s within 

Sir Interest, as able a philosopher, 

In buying and selling! has reduced his thrift 
To certain principles, and in that method, 

As he will tell you instandy, by logarithms, 

The utmost profit of a stock employed; 

Be the commodity what it will: the place, 

Or time, but causing very little. 

Or, I may say, no parallax at alb 
In his pecuniary observations! 

Since as Compass observes, ‘all men are philosophers, to their inches? 
he ratilhzes'his greed, and believes that he ,s a necessary member of 

the commonwealth: 

1. The Staple of News, n, i (v, 1 94 — 7 )* 

2. The Magnetic Lady, i, i ( VI » * 4 )- 

3. ibid. 
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sir moth : The portion left was sixteen thousand pound, 

I do confess it, as a just man should. 

And call here Master Compass, with these gendemen, 
To the relation; I will still be just. 

Now for the profits every way arising, 

It was the donor’s wisdom, those should pay 
Me for my watch, and breaking of my sleeps; 

It is no petty charge, you know, that sum, 

To keep a man awake for fourteen year. 
practice: But, as you knew to use it in that time, 

It would reward your waking. 
sir moth : That’s my industry, 

As it might be your reading, study, and counsel, 

And now your pleading; who denies it you? 

I have my calling too. 1 

Sir Moth’s monies are 

my blood, my parents, kindred; 

And he that loves not these, he is unnatural, 

and the best satire in the play is found in his defence of wealth: 

I am persuaded that the love of money 
Is not a virtue only in a subject, 

But might befit a prince.... 

• • • • • 

Wealth gives a man the leading voice 
At all conventions; and displaceth worth, 

With general allowance to all parties: 

It makes a trade to take the wall of virtue, 

And the mere issue of a shop right honourable. 

... It doth enable him that hath it, 

To the performance of all real actions, 

Referring him to himself still, and not binding 
His will to any circumstance, without him. 

It gives him precise knowledge of himself; 

T , be he rich, he straight with evidence knows 
W hethei he have any compassion, 

L inclination unto virtue, or no; 

i. ii, i (vi, 40-1). 
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Where the poor knave erroneously believes, 

If he were rich, he would build churches, or 
Do such mad things. 1 


Unfortunately a few passages do not make a play, and The Magnetic 
Lady has been included here merely for the purpose of illustration. From 
first to last one of Jonson’s main preoccupations was acquisition. In h 
last play we have the anti-acquisitive atutude expressed as bare moml 

statement. In his earlier and greater plays, it is a part of a r ch a " d 
plex organization. But we cannot appreciate the greatness o ^ « 
until we are fully aware of that attitude, an attitude wh h m orm 
Volpone and which stirs a few flickers of genius even in The Magnetic 

Lady. 


i. ii, i (vi, 4 i “ 3 )- 



CHAPTER EIGHT 


Dekker, Hey wood, and Citizen Morality 


To turn from Jonson to Dekker is to be jolted into recognition of the 
gulf between the higher and the lower ranges of Jacobean dramatic 
literature. With a few exceptions Dekker’s plays are uniformly dull, and 
the effort of attention they require - the sheer effort to keep one’s eyes on 
the page - is out of all proportion to the reward. They were, however, 
‘best sellers’ - most of them were acted ‘with great applause’ by the 
Admiral’s (afterwards the Prince’s) Men, the Queen’s Men, or the Child¬ 
ren of Paul’s - and as an index of contemporary taste and opinion they 
provide some information that is relevant to this study. 

Dekker was one of the neediest of the journeymen of letters at a time 
when authorship was one of the most precarious trades. 1 He had neither 
a share in a fellowship of players, nor aristocratic patronage, and he was 
forced to follow the taste of the moment as closely and as quickly as 
possible, either in play or pamphlet. It is usual to think of him as pri¬ 
marily a playwright, but his essentially journalistic talent is best brought 
out if we approach him through his non-dramatic works; many of his 
plays are little more than dramatized versions of these. 

As a journalist Dekker addressed the lower levels of the London read- 
ing public. His journalism was not, of course, the newsmongering of a 
Nathaniel Butter. A representative pamphlet such as The Wonderful 
Year (1603) consists of desultory gossip together with rhetorical accounts 
of events that were known to everybody, larded with ‘tales cut out in 
sundry fashions, of purpose to shorten the lives of long winter nights’. 2 

1. He began by hack-writing for Henslowe, and between 1598 and 1602 he is said to 
have had a hand in thirty-nine plays for the Admiral's Men - Chambers, Elizabethan 
Stage, in, pp. 302-4. And Henslowe ‘made money by shrewd dealing, by an often slavish 
following of the popular taste of the moment, and by die active competiuon of authors 
in an age when nearly anybody could write an acceptable play' (Schclling, Elizabethan 
Drama, 1, p. 318). 

2. For the gossip and its significance see Appendix A, 'Elizabethan Prose’, p. 253. A 
representadve example of his rhetoric is the account of the plague quoted below, p. 266. 
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DEK.KER, HEYWOOD, AND CITIZEN MORALITY 

His accounts of wonders and marvels are all homely and commonplace/ 

and the descriptions are matched by the moralizing. Dekke P P° 

was not solely to amuse. The majority of the pamphlets 

of ‘an Army of insufferable abuses, detestable vices, most damnable 

villainies, abominable pollutions, inexplicable mischiefs, sord.dimqu^ 
tions, horrible and hell-hound-like perpetrated^flagitious 
‘that thou and all the world shall see their ugliness, for by -mg to, 
thou mayst avoid them'/ There is no need to doubtDekkers moral 

purpose in his description of damnable villainies, but q y 
description is fairly indicated by the tautological introduction diat I na 
quoted. In the pamphlets mainly designed to show up abuseswe learn 

little of the peculiar quality of contemporary social , 

evidence as they present is incidental. . ‘Politick 

In The Seven Deadly Sins of London (1606) these ishnes s, 

Bankruptism’, Lying, ‘The Nocturnal Triumph , SI ,, A 

‘Shaving’, and Cruelty. There are the usual puns andj^ ; 

but what distinguishes the pamphlet is its “ m ^m rl hildren into 
tion on cruelty Dekker denounces parents who drive their ch 

unwilling m/rriages, cruel creditors, ^2 The 

he pleads for the provision d ^ oralistic . In his denuncia- 
approach to economic problems is 7 Tommandments, and 

don of the ‘politic bankrupt’ he appeals to th . h; , the 

w :t^tz »- 

practice of imprisonment for debt love one 

human: ‘We are most like jo GodThat made^us whet, we^^ ^ ^ 

to another, and do most look like th rnmn lains of the members 

we are one another’s tormentors’/ So wo * complains of the ^ ^ 

of the London Companies who try to limit di ^ 

not allow apprentices, their seven years expired, to become 

as if Trades, that were ordained to ^ “““““t^embe^O you rich 
privileges, and were now “ ncd M J ^ d chi i drcn; they are naturalized 

men, that your servants are y buricd Westminster, 

r. e.g. the history of Charing Cross or the accouo 8 fl AnJ rf hjs frcqucn t 

The Dead Tern,. Non-Drama,ie Work.,, tv, pp. 39 - 4 °. 5 

accounts of gipsies, thieves, etc. 

2. The Belman of London , ibid., m, P; 10 * 

3. The Seven Deadly Sins of London , ibid.. H, PP- >4 *5 

4. ibid., 11, p. 17 ff. 

5. ibid., ii, p. 72. 


D.S.J.-7 
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into your blood, and if you hurt theirs, you are guilty of letting out your 
own, than which, what cruelty can be greater? 1 

Dekker, in short, is following the traditions of the Church in regarding 
‘buying and selling, lending and borrowing, as a simple case of neigh¬ 
bourly or unneighbourly conduct’. 2 It is on these grounds that he judges 
landlords who rack rents, cheating tradesmen, brewers and bakers who 
give false measure, fraudulent executors, and usurers, 

who for a little money and a great deal of trash (as fire-shovels, brown 
paper, modey cloak-bags, etc.) bring young novices into a fool’s paradise 
till they have sealed the mortgage of their lands, and then like pedlars go 
they (or some familiar spirit for them, raised by the usurer) up and down 
to cry Commodities , which scarce yield the third part of the sum for which 
they take them up. 3 

A summary of the admirably humane proposals scattered throughout 
Dekker’s pamphlets would suggest that I had done him an injustice. But 
what I am complaining of is the lack of something that can only be 
called the artistic conscience. Dekker is never sure of what he wants to 
do. The moral drive is dissipated by the constant striving after obvious 
‘effects’, by the recurring introduction of irrelevancies, by the failure to 
maintain a consistent tone, so that although Dekker is never guilty of 
tickling his readers’ palates with descriptions of vice, one often suspects 
the journalistic intention. One thing at least is proved by the blemishes 
themselves: Dekker was completely at one with his London audience. 4 
He does not draw on popular thought and refine it, like Jonson, his 
thoughts are the thoughts of the average Londoner. 

Dekker’s social morality is a morality that the average decent citizen 
would find acceptable. He does not despise or distrust riches so long as 

I. ibid., ii, p. 74. 2. Tawncy, Religion and the Rise of Capitalism, p. 54. 

3. The Seven Deadly Sins of London, Non-Dramatic Worlds, 11, p. 64. Cf. ibid., 11, 
P- '35 (usury), n i, p. 367 (monopolies). Miss Gregg points out that 'The intimate 
relationship between personal sin and national calamity had a first place in all of Dekker's 
muck-raking pamphlets, and probably had a considerable part in making him one of the 
popular writers of his day.’ He was, she adds, as thorough-going a conservative as 
Spenser, Shakespeare, Bacon, or Jonson - Thomas De{\er, A Study in Economic and 
Social Backgrounds, pp. 96-7. 

4. Cf. The address to the City in the Induction to The Seven Deadly Sins of London : 
‘From the womb received I my being, from thy breasts my nourishment' (ibid., 11, p. 
10 ff.; and The Dead Tern: (1608), ibid., iv, pp. 9-10). 
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DEKKER, HEYWOOD, AND CITIZEN MORALITY 
they are used conscionably. Virtue itself is rewarded by earthly pros¬ 
perity - 

England shall ne’er be poor, if England strive 
Rather by virtue than by wealth to thrive . 1 

The rich should be fair and charitable; the poor should aim at content; 
the honest workman should maintain himself decendy in his calling, 
and if he rises it must only be within the limits of his own order. One 
cannot classify this morality as either ‘medieval’ or ‘modern . Dekker 
accepts the traditional social ethic, but his Protestant Christianity ts that 
of the seventeenth-century middle class. 2 It is significant that in A 
Strange Horse-Race (1613) the first virtue that he: mentions is Humihty, 
the second, Thrift. Thrift, running a race with Prodigality, is vigilam 
in his course, subtle in laying his wager, provident in not venturing too 
much, honest to pay his losses, industrious to get more (twenty sundry 
ways) if he should happen to be cheated of all. It is a citizen morality, 
but it is neither entirely individualistic nor out of touch with tradiuo . 

The plays like the pamphlets, gave the public - Alleyn’s public - 
whaiTis wanted and w'hat l could"digest easily: 

•dramatic’ situations, moral ‘sentences’ and P-mresof conempray 

virtues and vices, eked out occasionally by fireworks. Shake peam took 

popular elements and transformed them to own P ur 

gives us an amalgam of all that popular taste demanded. His dramatic 

satire is usually directed against fairly obvious abuses. 

first DEVIL i I have with this fist beat upon rich men's hearts, 

To make ’em harder: and these two thumbs thrust, 

(In open churches) into brave dames’ ears, 

Damming up attention; whilst the loose eye pee 

2' see nr DoaUt Jf’(.Mb'**— " 

after the Gunpowder Plot and rte joys . . . puts off 

3 ibid., if, p. 334- Cl. ^Z^To^Z rrrr Thrift «*// underfoot’ (The 

her formal habit of Trade and . ’ Dramatic Worths, r, p. 303). 

Magnificent Entertainment given to Kt g I ( >’ Dckkcr’s best plays - is chiefly 

4 Old Fortunatus (i 59 9 ) - C °" ° which he has contrived to work in. 

remarkable for the number of popular c and a satirica i sub-plot; there 

There is a morality framework containing a romanuc y ^ ^ ^ * is a 
is music, song, and dance, togethtf g > brokcn English such as 

Exchange; but there real, « much else. 
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For fashions of gown-wings, laces, purles, ruffs, 

Falls, cauls, tires, wires, caps, hats, and muffs and puffs. 

For so the face be smug, and carcase gay, 

That’s all their pride. 1 

His satire, that is, either deals in generalities, or else it presents particu¬ 
lars drawn from the life of the time without grasping their full signifi¬ 
cance and implications. It does not penetrate far below the surface. 

It is for this reason that Dekker’s comedies, although far less uni¬ 
versal’ than Jonson’s, tell us comparatively little about the economic and 
social changes that can be discerned behind The Alchemist. There are, 
of course, scattered references. Westward Ho! (1604), in particular, gives 
some interesting thumbnail sketches. There are needy courtiers 2 and 
luxurious citizens; 3 there is satire on the buying of knighthoods, and on 
monopolies; 5 and farmers are described as ‘grinding the jaw-bones of the 
poor’. 6 But in this play Dekker collaborated with Webster, and I think 
that it is to Webster that the most effective satire belongs. In If It be not 
Good , the Devil is in It (1610-12), it is true, there is a straightforward 
attack on commercial wiles. Pluto sends to earth three devils, one to 
corrupt a court, another a monastery, and a third is given these instruc¬ 
tions: 

1. If It be not Good, the Devil is in It (1610-12) (in, 328-9). (Unless otherwise stated 
the references in brackets arc to the volume and page of Dekker’s Plays, edited by R. H. 
Shepherd, in the Pearson Reprints.) 

2. monopoly ( the courtier): ‘Oh no sir. I must disburse instantly : we that be courtiers 
have more places to send money to, than the devil hath to send his spirits’ (1, i (n, 289)). 

3. merchant s wife (to her husband): ‘Your prodigality, your dicing, your riding 
abroad, your consorting yourself with noblemen, your building a summer house hath 
undone us’ (i, i (i i, 287)). 

4. Clare (a merchant's wife): ‘Fabian Scarecrow us’d to frequent me and my 
husband divers times. And at last comes he out one morning to my husband, and says, 
master Tenterhook, says he, 1 must trouble you to lend me 200 pound about a commodity 
which I am to deal in, and what was that commodity but his knighthood’ (v, i (n, 342)). 

5. monopoly (promising to reward Birdlime, a bawd): ‘. . . I’ll stick wool upon thy 
back.’ birdlime: 'Thanks sir, I know you will, for all the kindred of the Monopolies 
arc held to be great fleecers’(11, ii (11, 309)). Cf. Match me in London , Act 1 (iv, 149): 
‘A flat-cap, pish! 1 :te storm, give him a court-loaf, stop’s mouth with a monopoly.’ 

6. Justinian v there’s no minute, no thought of time passes, but some villainy 

or other is brewing . iy, even now, now, at holding up of this finger, and before the 
turning down of this, some are murdering, some lying with their maids, some picking of 
pockets, some cutting purses, some cheating, some weighing out bribes. In this city some 
wives arc cuckolding some husbands. In yonder village some farmers are now-now grind¬ 
ing the jaw-bones of the poor' (11, i (11, 299)). I have quoted the passage to show how un¬ 
like Dekker a good deal of the satire is. 
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Be thou a city-devil. Make thy hands 
Of Harpy’s claws, which being on courtiers’ lands 
Once fasten’d, ne’er let loose. The Merchant play, 

And on the Burse, see thou thy flag display, 

Of politic bankruptism: train up as many 
To fight under it, as thou canst, for now’s not any 
That break, (They’ll break their necks first). If beside, 

Thou canst not through the whole city meet with pr.de, 

Riot, lechery, envy, avarice, and such stuff, 

Bring ’em all in coach’d, the gates are wide enough. 

The spirit of gold instruct thee. 1 

Bartervile the merchant with whom the city^levil takes service, does not 
mrcerviie, me of a gentleman who owes him 

need much instruction. He gets tn & . j.2 l j oscs t h e 

bartervile: A merchant, and yet know’st not 
What a protection is? I’ll tell thee.... 

It is a buckler of a large fair compass, 

Quilted with fox-skins; in the midst 
A pike sticks out, (sometimes of two years long 
And sometimes longer). And this pike keeps off 
Sergeants and bailiffs, actions and arrests: 

^fa strong charm ’gainst all the -.some smells 
Of Counters, Jailors, garnishes, and such hells, 

Bv this a debtor craz’d, so lusty grows 

He may walk by, and play with h, creditor s nose. 

Under this buckler, here 111 he and fence. 

Above all, he lives solely for his immediate gain: 

, ■ Rut orav sir, what is’t turns you into a Turk? 
lURCHA v,V E That for Which many their Religion, 

BAR Most men their Faith, all change their honesty. 

Profit, (that gilded god) Commodity, 

, wu^ 3. (111,297. 3'7. 320- 1 -) 

;• t* * *-*». 

**> The puy also shows Church revenues farmed on, » a courier. (m, 3 . 9 -) 
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He that would grow damn’d rich, yet live secure, 

Must keep a case of faces... .* 

Dekker, however, is not often so consistendy explicit. Generally he is 
content to denounce gold, ‘the world’s saint’, 2 in general terms. Old 
Fortunatus, given the choice of wisdom, strength, health, beauty, long 
life, and riches, chooses riches: 

My choice is store of gold; the rich are wise. 

He that upon his back rich garments wears, 

Is wise, though on his head grow Midas’ ears. 

Gold is the strength, the sinews of the world, 

The health, the soul, the beauty most divine, 

A mask of gold hides all deformides; 

Gold is Heaven’s physic, life’s restorative, 

Oh therefore make me rich. 3 

But it is obvious that Dekker’s acceptance of citizen thrift and industry 
is severely qualified by the traditional distrust. 

’Twas never merry world with us, since purses and bags were invented, 
for now men set lime-twigs to catch wealth: and gold, which riseth like 
the sun out of the East Indies, to shine upon everyone, is like a cony taken 
napping in a purse-net, and suffers his glistering yellow-face deity to be 
lapped up in lambskins, as if the innocency of those leather prisons should 
dispense with the cheveril consciences of the iron-hearted gaolers. 4 

Dekker never manages to work up this theme into an effective play (the 
effect of a single play is very different from the effect of these assembled 
extracts); but what -ve have to notice is that even in giving the public 
what it wanted, even in praising the citizen virtues, he is far nearer to 
the medieval moralists than to the new economic rationalists. 

Dekker s best known play — a favourite with his contemporary 
audience — is The Shoemaker s Holiday. 5 There is no doubt that its suc¬ 
cess was largely due to the way in which it appealed to the pride of the 
citizen-craftsman in his craft and status. 6 It called for no effort of 

i. (in, 319.) 2. (in, 271.) 3. Old Fortunatus (1599), I, i (Mermaid Edition, 303). 

4. ibid., 1, ii (Mermaid Edition, 307). 

5. Acted by the Admiral’s Men in 1599 at the Fortune and at Court. There are extant 
editions dated 1600, j6io, 1618, 1624, 1631, 1657. 

6. Like Dcloney’s Gentle Craft (1598), on which the play is based. 
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readjustment or reorganization, but - like the long line of patriotic 
chronicle plays 1 - simply reinforced a prevalent social attitude. In e 
first place, the citizens had the pleasure of familiar recognition. Simon 
Eyref celebrated by Stow as well as by Deloney, was a figure of ttadi- 
tional legend, and the account of the bufiding and naming of the 
Leadenhall 1 appealed to the taste which produced such things as If You 
Know not Me You Know Nobody, With the Bu.ld.ng of the Royal 
Exchange. Eyre’s progress from master craftsman to Sheriff and finally 
Lord Mayor of London (not, significantly, to a house in the country) 
represented a dream which a good many apprentices must hav 
cherished. 3 And Eyre’s relations with his workmen are presen“j' “Vj 
most attractive light. He drinks and jests with them, hstens tothe. 
advice, and protects them from the tongue of his wife ; By Ae Lord f 
Ludgate’, he swears, ‘I love my men as my life. The r adonsh ip 
although obviously idealized, had, as we have seen,a basis. £aC ‘’ of 
presentation would be particularly appreciated since it dep«d a slate of 
affairs that was rapidly vanishing as business became mo e ije sonal 
Moreover the pride, the ambition, the prejudices of Eyre and his men 

rSd b, 5 . a,. Not ool, do,, *0 M£ 

marriage of Lacy, his nephew, to Rose, a citizen daughter * 
father the Lord Mayor ’scorns to call Lacy son-.n-law, and Eyre 

advises her: 

A courtier, wash, go by, stand not upon P£e£F>ashery: diose^lken 

fellows are but painted images, outsides ^ d «’ like m g y 

are torn. No, my fine ^"^^'^f pTums, pfums. Had 1 a 

lord mayor, your father; a groc en „ at i on and blood of the shoe- 

r -de is a living for a man through 

Europe, through the world. 

i. See below, pp. 204 ff. 

2* v, ii. , h - f or tune ‘by a sharp practice of which 

3. Dr Robertson points out that Eyre m ^ fa , sc ^dc references’ (Economic 

the modern equivalent ^°“ ld ^ ba f ain by which Eyre gains ’full three thousand 

Individualism, pp. 190-1)- Cert > is n0 need to make much of it, or to 

issues without vet V hard 

about them. c m, v (Mermaid Edition, 47). 

4. r, i (Mermaid Edition, 8). 
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Rose, it is true, marries Lacy in the end, but Lacy has proved himself a 
good fellow and has not scorned the gende craft; besides, romance 
demanded it. It is the citizen’s independence, however, that is most 
applauded. Even the surly attitude of the shoemakers when they 
demand the journeyman’s wife, Jane, from the wealthy and inoffensive 
Hammon (v, ii) is presented for approval; and Eyre, though proud of 
his civic dignities, has none of those ambitions to step outside the 
limits of his order which were already providing material for the comic 
dramatists. 

Am I not Simon Eyre? Are not these my brave men, brave shoemakers, 
all gentlemen of the gentle craft? Prince am I none, yet am I nobly born . 1 

It is impossible, however, merely to dismiss Dekker by saying that The 
Shoemaker’s Holiday is an appeal to prejudice (in any case its appeal was 
wider than my account may suggest) or that his work in general is a 
mere reflection of popular taste. What we have to ask ourselves, with 
the twentieth-century reading public in mind, is what that taste de¬ 
manded besides easy amusement. For in spite of Dekker’s feeble grasp 
of tradition, his narrow moral scope, his work does embody, or reflect, 
however fragmentarily, a decent traditional morality. I am not thinking 
of the stilted moralism of The Honest Whore but of the shrewd, caustic 
comments on social ambition, wealth, and luxury that are scattered 
throughout his plays. His approval of Eyre does not prevent him from 
laughing at the naive assumption of dignity by Eyre’s wife , 2 and I have 
shown something of his attitude towards mere acquisition. But the point 
is best made by a comparison with a modern novel. There is no need to 
draw on the fiction that caters for the needs of a class corresponding to 

1. iii, i (Mermaid Edition, 30). Cf. Candido’s defence of the flat cap in The Honest 
Whore , Part //, 1, iii (Mermaid Edition, 208): 

It is a citizen’s badge, and first was worn 
By th’ Romans. . . . 

Flat caps as proper are to city gowns, 

As to armours helmets, or to king’s their crowns. 

Let then the city-cap by none be scorned, 

Since with it princes’ heads have been adorned. 

2. iii, iv (Mermaid Edition, 40 ff.). Margery: ‘Art thou acquainted with never a 
farthingale-maker, nor a French hood-maker? I must enlarge my bum, ha, ha! How 
shall I look in a hood, I wonder? ... It is very hot, I must get me a fan or else a mask. 

. . . But, Ralph, get thee in, call for some meat and drink, thou shalt find me worshipful 
towards thee,’ etc. 
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‘the original civility of the Red Bull’. The standards behind Arnold 
Bennett’s popular Imperial Palace are fairly indicated by extracts such as 

these: 


And he liked her expensive stylishness. The sight of a really smart woman 
always gave him pleasure. In his restaurant, when he occasionally inspected 
it as a spy from a corner behind a screen, he always looked first for the 
fashionable, costly frocks, and the more there were the better he was 
pleased. . . . Only half an hour ago she had probably been steering a big 
car at a mile a minute on a dark curving road. And here with delicate hands 
she was finishing the minute renewal of her delicate face . 1 

Gracie, stared at by a hundred eyes until she sat down, was just as much 
at her case as a bride at a wedding. Created by heaven to be a cynosure, 
rightly convinced that she was the best-dressed woman in the great, glitter¬ 
ing, humming room, her spirit floated on waves of admiration as naturally 
as a goldfish in water. Evelyn, impressed, watched her surreptitiously as she 
dropped on to the table an inlaid vanity-case which had cost her father a 
couple of hundred pounds. . . . Surely in the wide world that night there 
could not be anything to beat her! Idle, luxurious rich, but a master-piece! 
Maintained in splendour by the highly skilled and expensive labour of others, 
materially useless to society, she yet justified herself by her mere appearance. 
And she knew it, and her conscience was clear . 2 

Throughout the book - there is a little, uneasy, irony - the reader is 
invited to admire, or to accept with complacence, the monstrous material 
standards symbolized by a modern luxury hotel. Dekker and his 
audience had another set of values. 

Lord, Lord, to see what good raiment doth. . . . O sweet wares! Prunes, 
almonds, sugar-candy, carrot-roots, turnips, O brave fatting meat! 3 

Whenever Dekker dwells on luxury there is no doubt of the expected 
response: here, for example: 

birdlime- O the entertainment my Lord will make you. Sweet wines, 
lusty diet, perfumed linen, soft beds, O most fortunate gentlewoman! * 


I. 


2 . 



The Imperial Palace, p. 9. 
ibid., p. 81. For comment, sec Q. 
Shoemaker's Holiday, in, i- 


D. Lea vis, Fiction and the Reading Public, p. 199. 

4. Westward Ho! 1, i (11, 285). 
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Or here, where the devil, disguised as a novice, is told to say grace: 

prior: Stand forth, and render thanks. 
rush : Hum, hum: 

For our bread, wine, ale and beer, 

For the piping hot meats here: 

For broths of sundry tastes and sort, 

For beef, veal, mutton, lamb, and pork: 

Green-sauce with calve’s head and bacon, 

Pig and goose, and cramm’d-up capon: 

For pastries rais’d stiff with curious art, 

Pie, custard, florentine and tart. 

Bak’d rumps, fried kidneys, and lamb-stones, 

Fat sweet-breads, luscious marrowbones, 

Artichoke, and oyster pies, 

Butter’d crab, prawns, lobsters’ thighs, 

Thanks be given for flesh and fishes, 

With this choice of tempting dishes: 

To which preface, with blithe looks sit ye, 

Rush bids this Convent, much good do’t ye . 1 

It is not merely that Dekker, without Jonson’s poise, is nevertheless 
insistent on ‘the rotten strength of proud mortality ’ 2 - 

And though mine arm should conquer twenty worlds, 
There’s a lean fellow beats all conquerors 3 - 

he had been taught by religion, by the traditional morality, that there 
were other standards than those implied by ‘the high standard of living’ 
of the Imperial Palace. 

And, finally, Dekker’s conception of the ordered state is, in general, 
the traditional conception that lies behind Ulysses’ speech on ‘Degree ’, 4 

i. If It be not Good, the Devil is in It (in, 281). 2. Old Fortunatus, 11, ii. 

3. ibid., 1, i. 

4. Troilus and Cressida, 1, iii. It is perhaps worth noticing that Dekker imitates this 
speech in The Donb\: PP, Non-Dramatic Worlds, 11, p. 185, on the Judge: 

. ne fourth that stands this quarrel, is more strong 
Jn scarlet than in steel: look how the moon 
Between the day, so he twixt right and wrong 
Sics equal umpire : like the orbed moon 
Empires by him swell high, or fall as soon; 

For when Law alights, uproars on foot-cloths ride. . . 
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on the one hand, and the acts of the Elizabethan Privy Council on the 
other. So far as one can piece together a coherent social attitude behind 
the plays, it is approval of a scheme in which each man has his 
proper place, the whole being bound together by justice. The King 
in If It be not a Good Play , planning his reign, gives first place to 
equity. 

That day, from morn till night, I’ll execute 
The office of a judge, and weigh out laws 
With even scales.... 

The poor and rich man’s cause 

I’ll poise alike: it shall be my chief care 

That bribes and wrangling be pitch’d o’er the bar. ... 

Tuesdays we’ll sit to hear the poor man’s cries, 

Orphans and widows: our own princely eyes 
Shall their petitions read: our progress then 
Shall be to hospitals which good minded men 
Have built to pious use, for lame, sick, and poor. 

We’ll see what’s given, what spent, and what flows o’er. 
Churls (with God’s money) shall not feast, swill wine, 

And fat their rank guts whilst poor wretches pine . 1 


Dekker praises thrift, industry, and the citizen virtues, but his descrip¬ 
tion of the artisan is significant: 

The rear-ward last advanced up, being led 
By the industrious, thriving Artisan: 

The ways of science needs he well must tread, 

For seven years go to make him up a man. 

And then by all the lawful steps he can, 

Climbs he to wealth. Enough is his he vaunts, 

If though he hoard not much, he feels not wants . 2 


The ‘lawful steps’ are insisted upon, and Dekker sets his face against the 
‘doctrineless individualism’ represented by the merchant, Bartervile: 


The regal chair would down be thrown : religion 
Take sanctuary : no man durst be good, 

Nor could be safe being bad : confusion 
Would be held order: and (as in the Flood 
The world was covered) so would all in blood 
If Justice eyes were closed : No man sleeps, speaks. 
Nor eats but by her. 


1. (in, 274.) 

2. The Double 


PP, Non-Dramatic Wor\s t 11, p. 190. 
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Nature sent man into the world, alone, 

Without all company, but to care for one, 

And that I’ll do. 1 

It is the devil who insists that this is ‘True City doctrine, sir’. 

The Knight of the Burning Pestle was first acted in 1607. Most of its 
genial ridicule was directed against the absurdities of Heywood’s Four 
Prentices of London , and similar plays, which made London citizens the 
heroes of romantic adventures in exotic settings. But Beaumont’s Citi¬ 
zen stands for popular taste in general: 

Why could you not be contented (he asks the speaker of the Prologue) ... 
with ‘The Legend of Whittington’, or The Life and Death of Sir Thomas 
Gresham, with The Building of the Royal Exchange’, or ‘The Story of 
Queen Eleanor, with the rearing of London Bridge upon Woolsacks’. 2 

The class of plays indicated here was large, varied, and extremely 
popular. It included histories, biographies, plays of adventure, and of 
domestic life, the common element being that they all presented ‘some¬ 
thing notable in honour of the commons of the city’ 3 - or of the country¬ 
side. They appealed to local, as well as to national, patriotism, and they 
exalted familiar types and familiar virtues. Since they formed a natural 
development of the chronicle plays they are best approached through 
these. 

The increased intensity of national feeling, particularly in the years 
immediately before and after 1588, was accompanied by a new interest in 
England s past. But although the chronicle play, as such, dates from 
about 1580, it sprang, as Schelling points out, from a deep-rooted popular 
interest - something attested by the historical and familiar elements in 
the mystery and morality plays, the plays and ballads about Robin Hood 
and St George, as well as by the chronicles of Hall, Stow, Fox, and 
Holinshed, and versified chronicles such as Warner’s Albion’s England / 
The popularity of the chronicle plays reached its height in the last decade 
of the sixteeenth ?ntury, when political circumstances made it inevitable 
that they shoi .0 iot be disinterested dramatic accounts of past times, 

1. If It be not Go i. the Devil is in //(in, 324). 

2. Induction to / ;.e Knight of the Burning Pestle. 

3. ibid. 

4. F. L. Scheming, The English Chronicle Play , chaps, i and ii. Schelling shows the 

popularity of the chronicles; Stow’s Summary, for example, went into a tenth edition in 
IOO4. 
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but direct incitements to patriotic feeling, propaganda designed to make 
one Englishman feel that he really was as good as three Spaniards. 1 

In these plays the effects are simple and obvious. There is, said Putten- 
ham, ‘no one thing in the world with more delectation reviving our 
spirits than to behold as it were in a glass the lively image of our dear 
forefathers’, 2 and it did not matter whether the ‘dear forefathers’ were 
the mythical sons of Brutus, King of Britain, popular figures from his¬ 
tory such as Henry V or Sir Thomas More, or semi-historical worthies 
like Robin Hood, Earl of Huntingdon. The truly Lamentable Tragedy 
of Locrine ( c . 1591, by Peele?) may, as Schelling thinks, have contained 
‘a take-off of the Senecan excesses of the moment’, 3 but it is unlikely that 
the patriotic speeches were received as parody. The overthrow of a bar¬ 
barian invading force must have been received with cheers, 4 and the 
proof that God is on the side of his Englishmen would certainly be 
acceptable. 5 ‘What a glorious thing it is’, said Nashe, ironically, ‘to have 
Henry the Fifth represented on the stage leading the French king 
prisoner, and forcing both him and the Dauphin swear fealty. We can 
at least imagine the thrill with which, in the year of the Armada, the 

1. Between 1562 (Gorboduc) and 1642 there is a record of more than 150 chronicle plays, 
about half of which are extant; some eighty of them were produced in the years 1590 to 
1600 (ibid., p. 51). Cf. Schelling, Elizabethan Drama, 1, pp. 251-2. Schelling refers to the 
'Mystbres Patriotic/ues' , 'which the misfortunes of the Hundred Years’ War caused to 
flourish in France’, e.g. La Mystbre du sibge d’Orlians, La Dbconfiture de Talbot advenu 
en Bordelais (1453). See G. Bapst, Essai sur Vhistoire du thi&tre, chap, ni: 

•Le jour mime de la dilivrance de I’Orlians, le 8 mai 1429, les habitants encore tout 
imus de la lutte acharnie de la joumie, orgamsbrentspontanniment une grande procession, 

aui parcourut les principles voies de la mile, en "faisant pose" sur les places - Au 

milieu de la procession, marchaient la Pucelle, le Bdtard, d’Orlians, plus connu sous le 
nom de Dunots, Gilles de Raiz et d’autres capitaines. Tous les ans, b la mcme date la 
mime cerimome se renouvelle . . . La municipals fait construire sur son parcours des 
triteaux, sur lesquels on reprisente des pantomimes relatives aux evinements du sibge 

2. The Art of English Poesy (1589), Elizabethan Critical Essays (ed. Gregory Smith), 11, 

p. 41. 

1. Elizabethan Drama, 1, p. 250. 

lo t here the harms that wait upon all those 

That do intrude themselves in other lands 

Which are not under their dominions. (11, ii) 

The Britons defy Troglodytes, Ethiopians, Amazons and ’all the hosts of Barbarian 

lands’, if these ‘should dare to enter in our little world' (iv, 1). 

Mighty Jove the supreme king of heaven, 

That guides the concourse of the meteors 
And rules the motions of the azure sky. 

Fights always for the Briton's safety, (iv, i) 

6. Pierce Pemlesse ( 1592). 
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audience received the more resounding lines from The Famous Victories 
of Henry the Fifth , 1 or even, later, those from Shakespeare’s histories. 2 

But I am not concerned with the cruder forms of patriotic propaganda, 
the point to notice is that the chronicle play was one of the earliest forms 
of drama drawing upon and reinforcing group sanctions. The historical 
plays were recognized as containing direct topical references, and they 
led naturally to such plays as George a Green , The Pinner of Wakefield 
(1588-92), The Shoemaker’s Holiday (1599), and Haughton’s English¬ 
men for my Money (1598), pseudo-histories and biographies such as 
Thomas, Lord Cromwell (1592), and Sir Thomas More ( c . 1596) - the 
plays, in short, of the kind that Beaumont’s citizen demanded. 

In plays of this kind the dramatist is concerned to stabilize or in¬ 
vigorate a mode of feeling that is generally considered desirable amongst 
the group addressed: to provide his audience with a sense of well-being 
that comes from seeing slightly idealized copies of themselves upon the 
stage. The historical and biographical plays, and the plays that had for 
subject national or local types, appealed in various ways. They provided 
information (more or less reliable), they showed picaresque adventures, 
and they gave opportunity for miscellaneous pageantry, devices, and 
clowning; but all of them fostered, in some way, what Schelling calls 
the ‘sense of community’. 3 4 Often the method consists of crudely dero¬ 
gatory remarks about foreigners and foreign countries: 

Pigs and Frenchmen speak one language, awee, a wee* 
or 

My Lord, no court with England may compare 
Neither for state nor civil government: 


I * Tell the French King 

That Harry of England hath sent for the crown, 

And Harry of England will have it. 

(Famous Victories, Scene ix) 

This is the English, not the Turkish court; 

Not Amurath an Amurath succeeds, 

But Harry Harry. (2 Henry 1 V, v, ii) 

2. Cf. Gaunt’s eu’ogy of ‘This happy breed of men, this little world’; the defiance of the 
Pope and the Base, . s final speech in King John-, and Cranmer’s prophecy in Henry V 1 IJ. 

3. The English Chronicle Play, p. 5. 

4 Englishmen for my Money (1598, Admiral’s Men), i, i. In this play Pisario, a usurer, 
wishes to marry his three daughters to a Frenchman, a Dutchman, and an Italian, re¬ 
spectively^ 1 nese however, love three Englishmen, who have mortgaged their lands to 

Pisano. These flout the foreigners, outwit them and Pisario, and finally marry the 
daughters. 7 7 
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Lust dwells in France, in Italy, and Spain, 

From the poor peasant to the Prince’s train. 

In Germany and Holland riot serves, 

And he that most can drink, most he deserves: 

England I praise not, for I here was born, 

But that she laugheth the others unto scorn. 1 


But other effects were possible. Sometimes historical plays provided 
moral instances, 2 and the plays on various worthies held up examples of 
the accepted virtues of the different classes. George a Green, the Pinner 
of Wakefield, for example, stands for the yeoman class ‘that in times past 
made all France afraid’, 3 and the play makes much the same kind of 
appeal as Deloney’s Jac{ of Newbery. 4 

But it is not enough to say that ‘community’ plays stabilized accepted 
social attitudes; so does Punch. Most of the popular plays representing 
English types are bad enough as poetry and as drama; an attempt at 
evaluation can only be an attempt to answer the question, What sanc¬ 
tions are appealed to, what kind of prejudices are played upon? With 
this question in mind, a short study of those of Hey wood’s plays that fall 
within the category will do more than suggest a profitable approach to 
the class in general. 


1. Thomas, Lord Cromwell (not later than 1602, Chamberlain’s Men), in, iii. Crom¬ 
well, says Schelling, ‘stands for the glorification, the very apotheosis of citizen virtue. It 
is Cromwell’s honourable thrift and capacity in trade, his temperance, piety and staunch 
Protestantism which are dwelt on and extolled. He befriends the broken debtor and out¬ 
wits the wrong-doer. He is mindful of others’ favours to him, forgetful of his own’ 
(English Chronicle Play , p. 217). That is as good a summary as one can make of a very 

^a/The general approach to history was moral, as can be seen from the school text-books 
in use at the time. Reusner’s Symbola Heroica, for instance, was ’a collection of character 
sketches . . . treated symbolically “so as to portray from the concrete instance some in¬ 
struction, by way of example or warning, helpful towards the inculcation of prudence 
wisdom, and morality” ’ (Foster Watson, English Grammar Schools to 1660 , chap. xxvi). 

And the plays were explicit: Gorboduc 

A mirror shall become to princes all 
To learn to shun the cause of such a fall. 

2. Harrison, Description of England, Book n (ed. Furmvall), p. 133. 

4. See the Dedication ‘To all the famous clothworkers of Eng and : . . those for 

whose sake I took pains to compile it, that is, for the well minded clothiers; that herein 
they may behold the great worship and credit which men of this trade have in former 
times come unto’. In George a Green (before 1593) the hero, after repulsing the Scots 

invaders, refuses knighthood at the hands of the king: 

Then let me live and die a yeoman sail. 

So was my father, so must live his son. 
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Heywood, like Dekker, was ‘a typical literary Jack-of-all-trades of the 
epoch’. 1 Unlike Dekker he wrote at least two plays that have some life 
in them and do not consist of assembled parts, and the best of his verse is 
at least dramatically effective. But he was no poet; and to say this is to 
say that he was incapable of exploring, modifying, or making effectively 
his own the morality of the age: ‘his sensibility is merely that of ordinary 
people in ordinary life’. 2 It is this indeed that gives him his significance 
here, just as A Woman Killed with Kindness is based on conventional 
ethics, so his plays of London life reflect prevailing attitudes and senti¬ 
ments. 

The immensely popular Edward IV and If You Know Not Me, You 
Know Nobody are the most interesting in this connexion. 3 Each of them 
appeals to national and local pride. 

The early part of Edward IV shows the siege of London by the rebel 


x. T. S. Eliot, Elizabethan Essays , p. 102. 

2. ibid., p. 107. Since the literary judgement is relevant to one’s opinion of Heywood 
as a representative of popular taste it may be reinforced here. Consider the imagery of A 
Woman Killed with Kindness , for example: 

(a) My God! what have I done? what have I done? 

My rage hath plunged into a sea of blood, 

In which my soul lies drowned. 

(1, iii) 

(b) A song! ha, ha: a song! as if, fond man, 

Thy eyes could swim in laughter, when thy soul 

Lies drenched and drowned in red tears of blood. 

(n, iiii) 

(f) Drops of cold sweat sit dangling on my hairs 

Like morning's dew upon the golden flowers. 

(hi, ii) 

Where the imagery is not inept, as in (r), it is commonplace, as in (a) and ( b ); there is 
nothing highly charged or potently evocative. In Heywood’s general dramatic technique 
statement takes the place of evocation: Mrs Frankford is stated to be the model wife, 
and the moral of the play is stated, not implicit; in other words Heywood’s drama is 
sentimental lathe than ethical. And sentimental drama is made by exploiting situations 
provided by conventional morality rather than by exploring the full significance of those 
situations. 

Heywood s quality as moralist and journalist is brought out by his Gynail^eion, or Nine 
Bool{s of Various History Concerning Women (1624), in which one forgets the essential 
purpose in working through the mixture of anecdotal, historical, and moralistic fiction 
( hor variety of history, intermixt with discourse of times, makes the argument less 
tedious to the reader , as he remarks in A Curtain Lecture (1637), p. 49). 

3. The :> pan., of Edward IV were probably acted towards the end of the sixteenth 
century, and were published in editions dated 1600, 1605, 1613, 1619, and 1626. There 
is some dispute abo.it the authorship, but I cannot doubt that the greater part of the play 
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Falconbridge and his repulse by the citizens. The events are acted in 
familiar places: 

The Mint is ours, Cheap, Lombard Street our own 1 - 

and the Lord Mayor and Aldermen with their ‘Velvet coats and gorgets, 
and leading staves’, the citizens in their flat caps, ‘the whole companies 
of Mercers, Grocers, Drapers, and the rest’ are represented on the stage. 2 
The rebels are finally beaten off by the true citizens and ‘the prentices do 

great service’ 3 - 

Nay, scorn us not that we arc prentices. 

The Chronicles of England can report 
What memorable actions we have done, 

To which this day’s achievements shall be knit, 

To make the volume larger than it is . 4 

The second part of If You Know Not Me makes a similar appeal to 
London pride, and provides the pleasure which comes from a recog¬ 
nition of the familiar. We see the planning, building, and naming of the 
Royal Exchange, which is declared peerless: 

first lord: Trust me, it is the goodliest thing I have seen: 

England affords none such. 
second lord: Nor Christendom; 

I might say all the world has not his fellow . 5 

But Heywood demands the sympathy of his audience in more im¬ 
portant ways than these. In the first place, we notice the faithful repre¬ 
sentation of homely wisdom. 


is by Heywood. If You Know Not Me. You Know Nobody was produced in 1605. Part 1, 

or The Troubles of Queen Elizabeth, was published in 1605 (,t was P‘ ratcd >- and l^Rolal 
in ,606, 1608. ,6,o.1613. .6 23 , 1632. and .639. Part .1, With the Building of the Royal 

Exchange: And the Famous Victory of Queen Elizabeth in the Year t 5 88,' was pubhsh 
in editions dated 1606. 1609, .623 (?), and .632. Accord,ng to Eastward Ho! (m. u) the 


actors called it ‘their get-penny’. 

1. 1, 26. (The references are to 
the Pearson Reprints.) 

2. 1, 11-13. 

5. 1, 295. Gresham also speaks 
liberal sciences' (1, 301). 


the volume and page of Heywood’s Dramatic Worlds in 

3. 1, 20. 4 ; *» l8 ‘ 

of Gresham College: ‘my school of the seven learned 
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king (in disguise): Prithee tell me, how love they King Edward? 
hobs (the Tanner of Tamworth): Faith, as poor folks love holidays, glad 
to have them now and then; but to have them come too often will undo 
them. So, to see the king now and then ’tis comfort; but every day would 
beggar us; and I may say to thee, we fear we shall be troubled to lend 
him money; for we doubt he’s but needy. 1 2 
king : King Henry is dead ... How will the Commons take it? 
hobs: Well, God be with good King Henry. 

Faith, the Commons will take it as a common thing. 

Death’s an honest man; for he spares not the King. 

For as one comes, another’s ta’en away; 

And seldom comes the better, that’s all we say. 3 


The homeliness is significant. Heywood may appeal to prejudice, he 
may occasionally reinforce undesirable attitudes (as in the scene of vulgar 
ostentation where Gresham boasts of his wealth and drinks a priceless 
pearl 3 ), but neither he nor any of his fellows encouraged the audience 
to indulge in enervating fantasy. The plays of romantic adventure, such 
as The Four Prentices and The Fair Maid of the West , are frankly 
romantic and extravagant - fairy tales, although their characters are 
taken from everyday life. In Heywood’s realistic plays, as in Dekker’s, 
there is the usual insistence on the happiness of humble life: 

king : Farewell, John Hobs, the honest true tanner I 
I see plain men, by observation 
Of things that alter in the change of times, 

Do gather knowledge; and the meanest life 
Proportion’d with content sufficiency, 

Is merrier than the mighty state of kings. 4 

And although citizen advancement to wealth and dignity is frequendy 
represented 5 it is almost always shown as advancement within one’s 
order, a result of honest dealing; and it involves corresponding duties. In 
Edward l V the Lord Mayor, Sir John Crosbie, ‘in his scarlet gown’, tells 

how as a castaway he was found by a shoemaker, and later apprenticed 
to the Grocer’ • trade: 


1. Edward IV, Part i; i, 45. 

2. ibid., 1, 51. 

3. The Second Part of If You Know Not Me, 1, 301. 4. Edward IV, Part 1; 1, 47. 

5. lord mayor : And, prentices, stick to your officers. 

For you may come to be as we are now. (Edward IV, Part 1; 1, 17) 
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Wherein God pleased to bless my poor endeavours, 

That, by his blessing, I am come to this. 

The man that found me I have well requited, 

And to the Hospital, my fostering place, 

An hundred pound a year I give for ever. 

Likewise, in memory of me, John Crosbie, 

In Bishopsgate Street, a poor-house have I built, 

And as my name have called it Crosbie House. 1 

Honest thrift is, of course, applauded; thus one of Gresham s factors 
describes his master: 


He is a merchant of good estimate: 

Care how to get, and forecast to increase, 

(If so they be accounted) be his faults. 
merchant: They are especial virtues, being clear 

From avarice and base extortion. 2 

But descriptions of advancement are usually made the occasion for moral 
homilies. When the Dean of St Paul’s has reconciled the merchants, 
Gresham and Ramsie, he shows them portraits of London worthies and 
their wives, and recounts their civic fame: 

This, Ave Gibson, who in her husband’s life, 

Being a Grocer, and a Sheriff of London, 

Founded a Free School at Ratcliff, 

There to instruct three score poor children; 

Built fourteen alms-houses for fourteen poor, 

Leaving for Tutors fifty pound a year, 

And quarterly for every one a noble. 3 


The merchants are moved to emulation: 

gresham: And we may be ashamed, 

For in their deeds we see our own disgrace. 

We that are citizens, are rich as they were, 

„ 'inrrMtf of wealth and advancement’ brought by ‘honest and 

orderly mdu^m the goldsmith’s apprentice Goulding in EasMvi HvM'&S)- There u 

an obvious element of parodyjndm P^ e ^_ b b y ut , i”^ o ; s wh at the citizens liked, 
acted at the Blackfriars, and dedicated to tnc _ 

At the Blackfriars Touchstone’s tags - ’Keep thy shop and thy shop w .11 k<rep Ace ■ . 

the sudden rise of the honest apprentice and the equally sudden repentance of Ae pnxhgal 

were probably not received in the same spirit as they wou 
a. The Second Part of If You Know Not Me, I, 2 5 >- 3 - h ^ 
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Behold their charity in every street, 

Churches for prayer, alms-houses for the poor, 

Conduits which bring us water; all which good 
We do see, and are relieved withal, 

And yet we live like beasts, spend time and die, 

Leaving no good to be remembered by. 1 

The Dean replies with a little sermon obviously addressed to the 
audience: 


If you will follow the religious path 

That these have beat before you, you shall win Heaven. 

Even in the mid-day walks you shall not walk the street, 

But widows’ orisons, lazars’ prayers, orphans’ thanks, 

Will fly into your ears, and with a joyful blush 
Make you thank God that you have done for them; 

When, otherwise, they’ll fill your ears with curses, 

Crying, We feed on woe, you are our nurses, 

O is’t not better than young couples say, 

You rais’d us up, than, You were our decay? 2 

The charitable ideal expressed here was not, of course, by itself suffi¬ 
cient to meet the new economic problems of the age, of which Heywood, 
like Dekker, was imperfecdy aware. But it represents the medieval 
tradition of neighbourliness, and on the few occasions that Heywood 
mentions specific economic diseases of the time he treats them in the same 
spirit. Enclosers of commons are ‘greedy cormorants’ 3 - the usual phrase 
- and usurers claws are more cruel than those of the devil. 4 An interest¬ 
ing passage occurs where Edward IV offers the Tanner of Tamworth a 
boon: 

l - '» 2 77 - 2. i. 278. 3. Edward IV, Part r; 1, 9. 

4. Thou wretch, thou miser, thou vile slave, 

And drudge to money, bondman to thy wealth, 

Apprentice to a penny, thou that hoards up 
The fry of silver pence and half-pennies, 

With show of charity to give the poor, 

But put'st them to increase. . . . 

Thou that invent’st new clauses for a bond 
To cozen simple plainness: O not a dragon 
No, nor the devil’s fangs arc half so cruel 
As are thy claws. 

(The Fair Maid of the Exchange, 11, 29) 
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king: Hast thou no suit touching thy trade, to transport hides or sell 
leather only in a certain circuit; or about bark, or such like, to have letters 
patent? 

hobs: By the mass and the matins, I like not those patents. Sirrah, they 
that have them do as the priests did in old time, buy and sell the sins of 
the people. So they make the King believe they mend what s amiss, and 
for money they make the thing worse than it is. There s another thing 
in too, the more is the pity ... that one subject should have in his hand 
that might do good throughout the land . 1 

Economic individualism is met by arguments based on considerations 
of the common good. One of the petitioners of Jane Shore complains 

that she has forgotten his suit: 

jane: Oh, ’tis for a licence to transport corn 
From this land, and lead, to foreign realms. 

I had your bill; but I have torn your bill; 

And ’twere no shame, I think, to tear your ears, 

That care not how you wound the commonwealth. 

The poor must starve for food, to fill your purse, 

And the enemy bandy bullets of our lead ! 

No, Master Rufford, I’ll not speak for you, 

Except it be to have you punished . 2 

It is not, however, in isolated instances of this kind that we find the 
main social significance of these plays, but in the kind o con uct at 
they extol. Most of them contain examples of neighbourly dealing; deb 
are forgiven, the poor and unfortunate are relieved. 3 ‘Impersonal eco¬ 
nomic processes, that is, are not accepted with compacency, cy are 

seen in terms of human suffering and happiness, owever a e p ay 

of the category we have been discusssing may be, most ° en jJ ostere 
that ‘sense of community’ that was a legacy from the Middle Ages, an 
helped to stabilize decent social attitudes on which the greater dramatis 

could build. 


1. i, 46. 

2. Edward IV, Part 1; 1, 83. . . 

3. Cf. The Life and Death of Thomas. Lord Cromwell , n, 1, 

The Second Pan of If You Know Not Me, 1, 3 ° 4 ~ 7 - 
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CHAPTER NINE 


Middleton and the New Social Classes 


The assimilation of what is valuable in the literary past - the reminder 
is relevant at this point - is impossible without the ability to discriminate 
and to reject. Everyone would admit this, in a general way, but there are 
few to undertake the essential effort - the redistribution of stress, the 
attempt to put into currency evaluations based more firmly on 
living needs than are the conventional judgements. To disestablish cer¬ 
tain reputations that have ‘stood the test of time’, to see to it that the 
epithet ‘great’ does not spill over from undeniable achievement to a bulk 
of inferior matter in the work of any one author, is not incompatible 
with a proper humility. 

Sharp discrimination is nowhere more necessary than in the Eliza¬ 
bethan and post-Elizabethan period. It is not - emphatically - a minor 
nuisance that young men who are capable of an interest in literature 
should be stimulated to work up a feeling of enjoyment when reading 
the plays of Dekker and Heywood, or A King and No King. There is 
of course such a thing as a historical interest, but it is as well we should 
know when it is that we are pursuing and when we are engaged in a 
completely different activity. It is as well that we should realize - to 
come to the subject of this chapter - that our ‘appreciation’ of The 
Changeling is something different in kind from our ‘appreciation’ of 
The Roaring Girl , A Tric\ to Catch the Old One , The Phoenix , 
Michaelmas Term , and all those plays which have led Mr Eliot to assert 
that Middleton is ‘a great comic writer’. 

The reference to Mr Eliot is deliberate. His essay on Middleton is, it 
seems to me, a good deal nearer to Lamb than Mr Eliot would care to 
admit. It does not of course show the exuberant idolatry of Romantic 
criticism, but it encourages idolatry (see the unusually generous pro¬ 
vision of greats in the final paragraphs) and — what is the same thing- 
inertia. Now that The Sacred Wood and its successors are academically 
‘safe’ it is all the more necessary to suggest that certain of Mr Eliot’s 
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Elizabethan Essays (those, I would say, on Middleton, Marston, Hey- 
wood, and Ford) are in quite a different class from, say, the essay on 
Massinger, and that to ignore the lapses 1 from that usually taut and dis¬ 
tinguished critical prose is not the best way of registering respect for the 
critic. Middleton, then, is an interesting case - for various reasons. 

As the author of The Changeling , perhaps the greatest tragedy of the 
period outside Shakespeare, Middleton deserves to be approached with 
respect. It is, however, as a comic writer that I wish to consider lm 
here, and a careful re-reading of the dozen comedies by which he is 
remembered suggests that the conventional estimate of him - the esti¬ 
mate that Mr Eliot has countenanced - needs to be severely qualified. 

In the first place, it is usually held that Middleton is a great realist. He 
is the most absolute realist in the Elizabethan drama, vying wi t e 
greatest of his fellows in fidelity to life’ - that is the text-book account. 
Miss Lynch remarks that, ‘As the greatest realist in Elizabethan drama, 
Middleton is a hearty observer of life at first hand’, and Mr Ehot, en¬ 
dorsing her verdict, says: ‘There is little doubt ... that Middie to ns 
comedy was “photographic”, that it introduces us to the low life of die 
time far better than anything in the comedy of Shakespeare or • th 
comedy of Jonson, better than anything except the pamp ets o 

and Greene and Nashe.’ 4 . . ^ 

‘Realist’, of course, means many things, but what these critic 

asserting is that Middleton accurately reflects the life of a certain sec o 
of Jacobean London, of gallants and shopkeepers, o awyers, 
cheats, and prostitutes. But, reading his comedies as carefuhy as we can 
we find - exciting discovery 1 - that gallants are li e y to e in 
that they make love to citizens’ wives, that lawyers are concerned more 
for their profits than for justice, and that cut-purses are thieves .Middle- 
ton tells us nothing at all about these as individuals in a particular 

and period. (Turn up any of his brothel scenes - in our ive 

1. ‘The words in which Middleton expresses his tragedy arc as great 

(Elizabethan Essays, p. 91). ‘In poetry in dramaoc tcc safe tQ ^y that in 

to the best plays of Webster. But in the moral essence g y sh kcspcarc - (ibid., 
this play Middleton is surpassed by one Elizabethan a one, an j passa gcs, 

p. 93 P ). ^There is better P Ly in these ,.o plays [. Marston sj^both rn .1 

quotable and quoted, and in the general atmosph , 

(ibid., pp. 180-1). 

2. Schelling, Elizabethan Drama, I, p. , 

3. Kathleen M. Lyneh, The Socal Mode ./ Restorvwn Comedy, p. a 5 . 

4. Elizabethan Essays, pp. 97, 99 - 
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say - for examples of completely generalized conventionality: The 
Honest Whore does it better.) And the obvious reason, it seems to me, is 
that he was not interested in doing so. 1 

If we take A Chaste Maid in Cheapside , a typical comedy, neither one 
of Middleton’s worst nor his best, we find after a second or third reading 
that all that remains with us is the plot. That certainly is complicated 
and ingenious. The only fortune of Sir Walter Whorehound, a decayed 
Welsh knight, lies in his expectations from his relative, the childless 
Lady Kix. He plans to better his fortunes by marrying Moll, the daugh¬ 
ter of Yellowhammer, a goldsmith, and he brings to town a cast-off 
mistress whom he represents as an heiress and a fit match for Tim, the 
goldsmith’s son. Moll, however, is in love with Touchwood Junior, 
whose lusty elder brother has had to part from his wife since he begets 
more children than he can maintain. In London Sir Walter visits the 
Allwit household, where the husband, Master Allwit ( = Wittol - the 
joke is characteristic) is well paid to father the illegitimate children of 
Sir Walter and Mistress All wit. Alarmed lest the knight’s marriage 
should cut off his livelihood All wit reveals the existence of Sir Walter’s 
children to Yellowhammer, just as the news arrives that Touchwood 
Senior has procured an heir for Lady Kix, and Sir Walter’s creditors 
are ready to foreclose. The true lovers are united by the well-worn 
device of feigning death and going to church in their coffins, and the 
only unfortunates are Sir Walter and Tim, now married to the Welsh¬ 
woman. 

I have summarized the plot since it may be evident even from this 
where the interest centres; it centres on the intrigue. Swinburne’s praise 
is significant: 

The merit does not indeed consist in any new or subtle study of character, 
any Shakespearean creation or Jonsonian invention of humours or of men: 
the spendthrift and the misers, the courtesans and the dotards, are figures 
borrowed fro: * the common stock of stage tradition: it is the vivid variety 
of incident and intrigue, the freshness and ease and vigour of the style, the 

i. An interesting test for Middleton’s ‘realism’ is, a few weeks after reading the 
comedies, to ' . nipt to recall where the various characters belong; with the exception of 
Moll, the Ro.rmg Girl, not one of them can be easily allocated, and no trait, no aspect 
of human nature revealed by Middleton makes a permanent impression on the mind. In 
comparing Middleton’s scenes of low life, to their advantage, with those of Shakespeare 
and Jonson, Mr Eliot must have completely forgotten Cade, Pompey and Mrs Overdone, 
Subtle, Drugger and Dapperwit, etc. 
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clear straightforward energy and vivacity of the action, that the reader finds 
most praiseworthy . 1 

The style is certainly easy and, for its purpose, vigorous enough, but 
incident, intrigue, and action do not make literature, nor are they 
capable of presenting a full-bodied, particular impression of any kind. 
Some of Jonson’s comedies are the best of farces, but in each of them it 
is what is said that remains in the memory rather than what is done.. 
A Chaste Maid , however, is thoroughly representative. Middleton’s 
comedies are comedies of intrigue (in spite of the occasional professions 
of moral intention 2 ), and they yield little more than the pleasure of a 
well-contrived marionette show. One need hardly say that the charge is 
not that they fail to present full-bodied, three-dimensional characters 
(neither does Volpone or The Alchemist ), nor that they suffer from the 
‘invraisemblance choquante of which M. Castelain once found Jonson 
guilty (the impressionistic scenes are often very good 3 ), it is simply that 
they present neither thought, nor an emotional attitude to experience, 
nor vividly realized perceptions. They stake all on the action, and that 
which made them successful on the stage makes them rank low as 

literature. 

To say this is to suggest their limited usefulness as ‘social documents - 
and it is as social documents ‘introducing us to the low life 0 e 
that they are often praised. They do not embody the thought an opinion 
of the time, since that is irrelevant to the intrigue. They do not seize on, 
clarify, and explore particular aspects of the social scene, since general 
counters are all that the action demands. Their value in this connexion 
lies almost entirely in what Middleton takes for granted, in t e in ica 
tions provided by the situations - situations to which he thought the 
audience would respond sufficiendy for the action to be got un er way. 


i. Introduction to The Best Plays of Middleton (Mermaid Edition), P- «“• 
a. See the plays passim, and compare The Blac K Boo *. by T M. (probabl ^ddleton), 
1604; thc dedication - 4 to all those that are truly virtuous, an can ou P 
never defile themselves* - declares that the author will expose vices to sober^ « 

tinent livers, who thereby may shun those two devouring gu s, o , 

luxury’; but thc book is merely a rattling satire on the vartous knaves of eontemporary 

London, a journalistic exhibition, rather than an exposure, o vice. phnenix and 

My description of 'intrigue comedy' applies equally to such things as ThcPhocmzv* 

Your Five Gallants. These have little plot, and representatives of variousvices P 

in turn, but it is only the merry-go-round of the action that one ge ,. ^ 

3 - e.g. The Phoenix , ,v, i, where the lawyer, Tangle, interviews hi,^chenu to the 

accompaniment of ‘voices within', thc shouting of legal jargon in 
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Indirectly, then, but only indirectly and within these limitations, 
Middleton does reflect some important aspects of the social scene, and 
we should be grateful to Miss Lynch for telling us where to look. The 
background that he implicidy asks his audience to accept is a world of 
thriving citizens, needy gallants and landed gendemen, and fortune- 
hunters of all kinds — a world that had sufficient basis in actuality to 
provide some theatrical verisimilitude for his thoroughly improbable 

plots. • . 

His shopkeepers and merchants are all of the kind described in The 

Roaring Girl - ‘coached velvet caps’ and ‘tuftaffety jackets’ who ‘keep a 

vile swaggering in coaches now-a-days; the highways are stopt with 

them’; 1 who have ‘barns and houses yonder at Hockley-hole’, 2 and 

throughout Surrey, Essex, and the neighbouring counties. The gallants, 

on the other hand, 

are people most uncertain; they use great words, but litde sense; great beards, 
but little wit; great breeches but no money, 3 

and most of the country gendemen in Town are like Laxton of The 
Roaring Girl : 

All my land’s sold; 

I praise heav’n for’t, ’t has rid me of much trouble. 4 

For all of this class a wealthy widow or a citizen’s daughter is an irre¬ 
sistible bait, and if they cannot manage a ‘good’ marriage they intrigue 
with citizens’ wives for maintenance. 

The numerous kindred of Sir Walter Whorehound are all fortune 
hunters, and a good deal of the amusement they provided, when their 
intrigues were successful, must have been due to their showing the tables 
turned; the underlying assumption is that as a rule the city preys on the 
country: 

Alas, poor birds that cannot keep the sweet country, where they fly at 
pleasure, but must needs come to London to have their wings dipt, and are 
fain to go hopping home again 1 5 


1. The Roaring Girl (c. 1610), hi, i (iv, 59). The references in brackets are to 
Bullen’s edition of the Wor\s. 

2. ibid., nr, l iv, 71). 3. The Family of Love (c. 1604), 1, iii (ill, 22). 

4. The Roaring Girl, m, i (iv, 60). 5. Michaelmas Term (1606?), 111, ii (1, 279). 
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It is not merely that the city is the home of the usurer, or that individual 
merchants ‘die their conscience in the blood of prodigal heirs’, 1 Middle- 
ton assumes a major social movement - the transference of land from 
the older gentry to the citizen middle class. 

You merchants were wont to be merchant staplers; but now gendemen 
have gotten up the trade, for there is not one gendemen amongst twenty 
but his land be engaged in twenty statutes staple. 2 

In A Tric\ to Catch the Old One (c. 1605?) Witgood, having sunk all 
his ‘goodly uplands and downlands ... into that litde pit, lechery, 
resolves to mend his fortunes. He takes a former mistress to London, 
introducing her to his uncle, Lucre, as a wealthy widow whom he is 
about to marry. The trick succeeds as only the tricks of comedy prodigals 
can. Lucre holds the mortgage of Witgood’s lands, and to improve his 
nephew’s prospects with the ‘widow’ temporarily — as he intends - 
hands over the papers. Hoard, another usurer and Lucre s lifelong 
enemy, also pays court to the widow, finally marrying her. Both Lucre 
and Hoard realize that they have been duped, whilst Witgood, fre 

from his debts, marries Hoard’s niece. 

The fun that Middleton gets out of this is dependent upon ree 
assumptions. The first is that a widow reputed to have land worth /, 4 °° 
a year will be ‘mightily followed’; 3 the second, that the gulling o 
usurers, lawyers, and creditors is intrinsically comic; the third, that e 

bait of a country estate will catch any citizen. 

Michaelmas Term has a similar basis of reference. Easy, a gen eman 
of Essex, comes to London at the beginning of the Michaelmas erm. 
Quomodo, a grasping woollen-draper, has seen and coveted Easy s an s, 
and sets one of his ‘familiar spirits’, Shortyard, to bring 1S rul °* 

Easy is soon gulled; he enters into bond for the disguise ’ 

standing surety for a supply of cloth worth less than a it o its 


1. A Chaste Maid in Cheapstde (r6n), I, ii (v, 18). i ..ccMrinso and 

2. The Family of Love,\ iii (in, 25). Compare the description / Lu “""°^ "“ 
Infesto in The Phoenix, v, i, and of Lady Goldenfleece in No Wit, No p K 
Woman’s, 1, i. 

3. Cf. hi, ii (11, 298): 
witcood: O she’s mightily followed. 

lucre: And yet so little rumoured. . , „ : rt : nn ,re of 

witgood: Mightily: here comes one old gentleman, and c ma e 
three hundred a yL, forsooth ... here a merchant’s son will possess her with no less 

than three goodly lordships at once, which were all pawns to is at er. 
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nominal value, and finally forfeits his estate to Quomodo. The latter, 
however, overreaches himself. He spreads a false report of his death (so 
that he can enjoy the spectacle of his sorrowing widow), and so prepares 
the way for a stage trick by which Easy both regains his estates and 
marries Quomodo’s wife. As usual there are subordinate figures who 
illustrate various ‘foul mysteries’. 

Here too the merchants and shopkeepers form part of a flourishing 
economy: 

You’ve happened upon the money-men, sir; they and some of their breth¬ 
ren, I can tell you, will not stick to offer thirty thousand pound to be cursed 
still: great monied men, their stocks lie in the poor’s throats. 1 

The source of their gains is indicated - ‘Gentry is the chief fish we trades¬ 
men catch’, ‘We undo gendemen daily’ - and Easy, Salewood, Rearage, 
as their names show, belong to the class whose incomes have failed to 
rise in proportion to prices. 

In both these plays it is the manner in which citizen ambition is pre¬ 
sented that is significant. Hoard, rejoicing at having obtained the widow, 
soliloquizes: 

What a sweet blessing hast thou, Master Hoard, above a multitude!... 
Not only a wife large in possessions, but spacious in content. ... When I 
wake, I think of her lands - that revives me; when I go to bed, I dream of 
her beauty. ... She’s worth four hundred a year in her very smock.... But 
the journey will be all, in troth, into the country; to ride to her lands in state 
and order following; my brother, and other worshipful gendemen, whose 
companies I ha’ sent down for already, to ride along with us in their goodly 
decorum beards, their broad velvet cassocks, and chains of gold twice or 
thrice double; against which time I’ll entertain some ten men of mine own 
into liveries, all of occupations or qualities; I will not keep an idle man about 
me: the sight of which will so vex my adversary Lucre - for we’ll pass by 
his door of purpose, make a little stand for the nonce, and have our horses 
curvet before the window - certainly he will never endure it, but run up 
and hang himself presendy. ... To see ten men ride after me in watchet 
liveries, with jrange-tawny capes, - ’twill cut his comb i’ faith. 2 

1. n, iii (i, 256). Cf. ‘There’s no merchant in town but will be greedy upon’t [a supply 
of woollen cloth], auo pay down money upo’ th’ nail; they’ll despatch it over to Middle- 
burgh presently, and raise double commodity by exchange' (ibid, (1, 254)). 

2. A Tn. iv, iv. (11, 322-3). 
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Quomodo’s ambition is the same as Hoard’s; it is ‘land, fair neat land’ 
that he desires. 

O that sweet, neat, comely, proper, delicate, parcel of land! like a fine 
gendewoman i’ th’ waist, not so great as pretty, pretty; the trees in summer 
whistling, the silver waters by the banks harmoniously gliding. I should have 
been a scholar; an excellent place for a student; fit for my son that lately 
commenced at Cambridge, whom now I have placed at Inns of Court. Thus 
we that seldom get lands honestly, must leave our heirs to inherit our 
knavery. ... Now I begin to set one foot upon the land; methinks I am 
felling of trees already; we shall have some Essex logs yet to keep Christmas 
with, and that’s a comfort. 1 


Now shall I be divulg’d a landed man 

Throughout the livery: one points, another whispers, 

A third frets inwardly; let him fret and hang! 

... Now come my golden days in. Wither is the worshipful Master Quo- 
modo and his fair bed-fellow rid forth? To his land in Essex. Whence come 
those goodly loads of logs? From his land in Essex. Where grows this 
pleasant fruit, says one citizen’s wife in the Row? At master Quomodo s 
orchard in Essex. O, O, does it so - I thank you for that good news, i faith. 

A fine journey in the Whitsun holydays, i’ faith, to ride down with a 
number of citizens and their wives, some upon pillions, some upon side¬ 
saddles, I and little Thomasine i’ th’ middle, our son and heir, Sim Quc> 
modo, in a peach-colour taffeta jacket, some horse-length, or a long yard 
before us; - there will be a fine show on s, I can tell you. 


There is an obvious difference between the tone and manner of these 
soliloquies and the handling of similar themes by Jonson or Massinger, 
and it is this difference that places Middleton as a social dramatist. The 
ambition of Hoard and Quomodo is not set in the light of a positive 

ideal of citizen conduct (something that we find, thoug “ m 
work of Dekker and Heywood, dramatists inferior to Middleton) 1 
implications are not grasped and presented. (Contrast t e way in w ic 
we are made to feel the full significance of Volpone s lusts, of the City 
Madam’s ambitions.) Middleton is, I think, relying on w at was a m 
a stock response, making a gesture in the direction o a a ™ nar * Ce ” 
where those goodly decorum beards wagged in real life as their own 

journeyed to their newly acquired manors in the country. 


i. Michaelmas Term, n, iii (i, 249-50, 260). 
3. ibid., iv, i (1, 299). 


2. ibid., in, iv (1, 282). 
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To say this is to say that the attitude presented at a given point does 
not emerge from the interplay of different pressures within die drama, 
and that it does not engage with other elements in the reader s response 
to form a new whole. In each case it is a purely local effect that is 
obtained (it is significant that prose, not verse, is the medium), and 
Hoard’s meditation could appear equally well in any one of half a dozen 
plays. Middleton’s satire, in short, is related to the non-dramatic prose 
satire of the period; more particularly, it has affinities with the ‘Charac¬ 
ter’, in which the sole end proposed is the exhibition of witty ‘sentences 
and ingenious comparisons, of a general self-conscious dexterity. 

How many there be in the world of his fortunes, that prick their own 
calves with briars, to make an easy passage for others; or, like a toiling 
usurer, sets his son a-horseback, while he himself goes to the devil a-foot 
in a pair of old strossers. 1 

What a fortunate elder brother is he, whose father being a rammish 
ploughman, himself a perfumed gentleman spending the labouring reek 
from his father’s nostrils in tobacco, the sweat of his father’s body in monthly 
physic for his pretty queasy harlot 1 he sows apace i’ th’ country; the tailor 
o’ertakes him i’ th’ city, so that oftentimes before the corn comes to earing, 
’tis up to the ears in high collars, and so at every harvest the reapers take 
pains for the mercers: ha! why, this is stirring happiness indeed. 2 

... Then came they [gallants] to their gentility, and swore as they were 
gentlemen ; and their gentility they swore away so fast, that they had almost 
sworn away all the ancient gentry out of the land; which, indeed, are scarce 
missed, for that yeomen and farmers’ sons, with the help of a few Welsh¬ 
men, have undertook to supply their places. 3 

Middleton constantly gives us such glimpses of a society in the process 
of rapid reorganization. 4 Most of his characters assume that social 
advancement is a major preoccupation of the citizen class, 5 and certainly 
the passages that I have quoted are amongst the most vivid in his plays; 
but Miss Lynch is, I think, wrong when she says that ‘his comic intrigue 

1. No Wit, No Help Li\e a Woman’s, n, i (iv, 320). 

2. The Phoenix, i,ii (1,112). 

3. The Family of Lore, 1, iii (in, 23). 

4. A society, too, in which there is plenty of work for lawyers. Cf. the Induction of 
Michaelmas Terri. 

5. Merchant >; only acquire land, they send their sons to the university to make them 
gentlemen - inn, the goldsmith’s son in A Chaste Maid in Cheapside, and Sim, the 
wooll'* aper’s son in Michaelmas Term. And there are the usual gibes at the newly 
crcat ki - .. gilts of James I's reign. 
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is directed by the psychology of class relationships’. 1 That would imply 
a far different distribution of emphasis within the plays themselves, and 
a far keener penetration; for Middleton only seizes on a few external 
characteristics — the velvet cassocks and gold chains of the citizens gallop¬ 
ing into the country in their holiday clothes — and these, lively as the 
descriptions sometimes are, are merely incidental to the main intention. 
It is possible, that is, to assemble ‘evidence’ of a limited kind from 
Middleton’s plays, but it is no use looking for the more important kind of 
illustration of the life of the period, for the kind of fact that is inseparable 
from interpretation and criticism of the fact. The isolated passages are 
not, in fact, unified by a dominant attitude, and one can only regret that 
the profound understanding of an essential human morality that one 
finds in The Changeling is nowhere displayed in the comedies. 


That Middleton was a ‘transitional’ writer, not merely because he 
reflected social change, a single comparison may show. I we rea , st, 
Jonson’s satire on ‘the godly brethren’ in The Alchemist, t en ry en 
description of Shimei, we shall be in a position to judge e qua ity 
Middleton’s satire on ‘puritan’ hypocrisy. 

dryfat: I do love to stand to anything I do, though I lose by it. in _ j 
I deal but too truly for this world. You shall hear how far I am entered 
in the right way already. First, I live in charity, an^ give sma 
such as be not of the right sect; I take under twenty 1 t un re , 

forfeiture of bonds unless the law tell my conscience may 0 > 

no pot on a’ Sundays, but feed on cold meat drest a alur j ^ 0 

holydays nor fasts, but eat most flesh o’ Fridays o a ays I have 

use to say inspired graces, able to starve a wicked man with length, I have 

Aminadabs and Abrahams to my godsons, and c 1 e c ^ 

ask me blessing: and I do hate the red letter more than I follow 

written verity. 4 

The Middleton passage is good fooling, but it has neither ^ 
and assurance of Jonson, on the one hand, nor of ry en on 

1. The Social Mode of Restoration Comedy, p. 25. . . comedy realizes a 

2. Mr Eliot thinks that The Roaring Girl 'more than any Elizabt ^^ woman 

free and noble womanhood’, and that Moll herself remains a >P • ■ | c> These are 

who has renounced all happiness for herself and who lives on y or points to 

claims which seem to demand some evidence or explanation, but Mr l 1 

nothing in the play that might justify them. 

3. The Alchemist , in, i, ii. 

4. The Family of Love, in, iii (m, 59 )- 
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I have tried to indicate the source of Jonson’s power; he is able to enlist 
the common interests of a heterogeneous audience, and to build on com¬ 
mon attitudes; in the satire directed against Ananias the idiom and the 
method of caricature are alike ‘popular’. Dryden provides an obvious 
contrast. The tone of the Shimei passage is one of cool superiority, and 
the manner is, characteristically, urbane. Dryden, that is, is sure of his 
code; it is the code of a homogeneous, though limited, society - ‘the 
Town’. Middleton has neither of these sources of strength. At times he 
betrays something like a positive animus against the citizens, 1 but he has 
nothing to set against their standards, neither an aristocratic code nor a 
popular tradition. That he was an almost exact contemporary of Jonson 
warns us against a rigid interpretation of any period, and suggests the 
limits to which an inquiry into the effects of environment on personality 
can be profitably pursued. And we should do well, I think, to reserve 
the description ‘great comedy’ for plays of the quality of Volpone and 
The Alchemist - when we can find them. 

i. See especially A Chaste Maid in Cheapside, iii, ii, where the gathering of city wives 
for a christening is presented with an imperfectly controlled disgust. I am convinced that 
Act iv, scene ii of The Roaring Girl, exhibiting honest citizen virtues, is by Dekker. 



CHAPTER TEN 


The Significance of Massinger’s Social Comedies 

WITH A NOTE ON ‘DECADENCE 


The first symptom of decadence that we notice in Massinger is his 
dependence on Shakespeare. Canon Cruickshank gives a close-pac e 
page to ‘a few examples of the imitation of incidents, and over seven 
pages to ‘parallels in thought and diction ’. 1 2 The nature of this in e te 
ness is discusssed by Mr Eliot, who concludes that, 


Massinger’s feeling for language had outstripped his fee ing or t ings, 
that his eye and his vocabulary were not in cooperation. ... very vita e 
velopment in language is a development of feeling as we . e verse o 
Shakespeare and the major Shakespearian dramatists is an innovation o 
this kind, a true mutation of species. The verse practised y assinger is 
a different verse from that of his predecessors; but it is not a eve opme 
based on, or resulting from, a new way of feeling. On the contrary it seem 

to lead us away from feeling altogether. 

Massinger not only imitates Shakespeare, he repeats his imitations and 
he repeats himself. There is not only dilution, there is a ten ency towar s 
stereotyped feelings and perceptions. And besides e in uence 
Shakespeare there is the influence of Jonson, most potent in e y 

Madam. 

In by-corners of 

This sacred room, silver in bags, heap d up 
Like billets saw’d and ready for the fire, 

Unworthy to hold fellowship with bright gold 
That flow’d about the room, conceal’d itself. 

There needs no artificial light; the splendour 
Makes a perpetual day there, night and darkness 


1. A. H. Cruickshank, Philip Massinger, pp. 163-8. 

2. Elizabethan Essays, pp. 159-6°. 
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By that still-burning lamp for ever banish’d I 
But when, guided by that, my eyes had made 
Discovery of the caskets, and they open’d, 

Each sparkling diamond from itself shot forth 
A pyramid of flames, and in the roof 
Fix’d it a glorious star, and made the place 
Heaven’s abstract, or epitome! - rubies, sapphires, 

And ropes of orient pearl, these seen, I could not 
But look on with contempt. And yet I found 
What weak credulity could have no faith in, 

A treasure far exceeding these; here lay 
A manor bound fast in a skin of parchment, 

The wax continuing hard, the acres melting; 

Here a sure deed of gift for a market-town, 

If not redeem’d this day, which is not in 

The unthrift’s power: there being scarce one shire 

In Wales or England, where my monies are not 

Lent out at usury, the certain hook 

To draw in more. I am sublimed ! gross earth 

Supports me not; I walk on air . 1 

There is no need to quote Volpone’s address to his gold ; 2 it is clear 
where the central inspiration comes from. There is, besides, a minor 
borrowing froom Epicoene 3 and the speech ends with a reminiscence of 
Sejanus.* The play reveals other direct borrowings , 5 but what this speech 
shows also is that Massinger is not a mere unconscious plagiarist. The 
passage has a life of its own, and it forms a genuinely original variation 


1. The City Madam, in, iii (Gifford's edition of the Plays, iv, 65). 

2. Volpone , 1, i. 

3. Epicene, 11, i (‘she feels not how the land drops away, nor the acres melt’). 

4. ‘My roof receives me not; 'tis air I tread' (Sejanus, v, i). 

5- c.g. And when you appear 

Like Juno in full majesty, and my nieces 

Like Iris, Hebe, or what deities else 

Old poets fancy, (your cramm'd wardrobes richer 

Than various natures,) and draw down the envy 

Of our western world upon you 


. (in, ii (iv, 63)) 

Cf. Volpone, ill, vi (to Celia) and, more particularly, The Alchemist , iv, i (‘Thy 
wardrobe Richer than nature's’, etc.). Cf. ‘A perpetuity of being' - City Madam, v, iii 
(iv, 108) - and 'a perpetuity of life and lust' - The Alchemist, iv, i. (Repeated as 'A 
perpetuity of pride and pleasure' in The Bondman, 1, iii.) 
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on the Jonsonian mode. Much more could be said about Massinger s 
verse. It is capable of sudden vividness — 

Think of the basket, wretches, 

And a coal-sack for a winding-sheet, 1 

and it is almost always a serviceable dramatic medium. It is, however, 
‘the nearest approach to the language of real life at all compatible with a 
fixed metre’, 2 and its virtues - perspicuity and a freedom from ‘poetic- 
isms’ — too easily become vices. 

Now to you we’ll discover 
The close design that brought us, with assurance, 

If you lend your aids to furnish us with that 
Which in the colony was not to be purchased, 

No merchant ever made such a return 
For his most precious venture, as you shall 

Receive from us. 3 

This is not verse at all, and passages of this kind reinforce Mr Eliot s 
verdict that ‘if Massinger’s age, “without being exacdy corrupt, lacks 
moral fibre”, Massinger’s verse, without being exacdy corrupt, suffers 
from cerebral anaemia’ 4 - though one has to add that it is far from being 

consistendy anaemic. 

Comment of this kind was a necessary preliminary to a consideration 
of Massinger’s handling of social themes in his two admirable comedies, 
A New Way to Pay Old Debts and The City Madam. Here, as the verse 
tells us to expect, we find that Massinger is derivative but not, like 
Shirley, enurely dependent upon a literary common-stock. His themes 
are drawn from the Jonsonian field, he breaks no fresh ground, and his 
manner of approach and presentation is obviously dependent upon Jon- 
son’s. But each of the plays lives; neither is a mere repetition of work 
that had been done better. That is to say that there is fresh perception of a 
contemporary world, and the treatment shows that the tradition on which 
Jonson drew is active in Massinger, not a matter of inert convention. 
In A New Way to Pay Old Debts (1621) Wellborn, ruined by his own 

,. The Cuy Madam, iv, in (iv, 86). The basket is the basket of food provided by 

charity for the poorest prisoners. 

2. Coleridge, Lectttres on Shakespeare (Bohn Edition), p. 404. 

3. The City Madam, v, i (iv, 95). 

4. Elizabethan Essays , p. 162. 
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prodigality and by the extortion of his uncle, Sir Giles Overreach, per¬ 
suades Lady Allworth, whose late husband he had once helped in similar 
circumstances, to countenance a plot, and she allows it to be understood 
that he is about to marry her. His credit immediately rises; to those who 
had turned on him in his degradation he is now ‘worthy Master Well¬ 
born’. Even Sir Giles insists on lending him a thousand pounds and 
protests his affection - while plotting to gain his lands when he shall 
have married the widow. Meanwhile Sir Giles has planned to marry his 
daughter, Margaret, to Lord Lovell, whose page, Tom All worth, is in 
love with the girl. Lord Lovell helps the lovers, and Tom, instead of his 
lord, is secredy married to Margaret. By this time Overreach has been 
deprived of the lands extorted from Wellborn, and the double dis¬ 
appointment drives him mad. Lord Lovell marries the widow, and 
Wellborn, determined to regain his reputation as well as his estate, goes 
abroad to fight in the wars. 

The relationship between this play and Middleton’s A Tric\ to Catch 
the Old One has been made too much of. Massinger borrows the central 
device of the plot - the hero’s supposed engagement to a rich widow - 
but the scope and method are entirely different from Middleton’s. In his 
comedies Middleton’s inspiration derives from nothing more profound 
than the desire to make a play; Massinger does at least feel indignation 
at a contemporary enormity. It is commonly recognized that Sir Giles 
Overreach - ‘Cormorant Overreach’ 1 - is Sir Giles Mompesson. The 
play was produced shortly after his impeachment, 2 and the Christian 
name was probably sufficient indication for the first audience. As Gifford 
points out, Massinger refers to Mompesson’s gold and silver thread 
monopoly in The Bondman (n, iii - 1623). 

Here’s another 

Observe but what a cozening look he has! 

Hold up thy head, man; if, for drawing gallants 

Into mo-tgages for commodities, cheating heirs 

With your new counterfeit gold thread, and gumm’d velvets, 

He does not transcend all that went before him, 

Call in his patent. 

1. A New Way, i, i (in, 488). See p. 77 and note, above. 

2. Schelling says that 'the play was certainly on the stage by 1625’, and quotes Fleay’s 
opinion that the first performance took place in 1622 ( Elizabethan Drama, 11, p. 253). 
The Shakespeare Association’s Chart of Plays (ed. W. P. Barrett), p. 38, places it in 1621, 
the year of the impeachment. 
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Overreach, moreover, like Mompesson, has power over tavern keepers: 

For, from the tavern to the taphouse, all, 

On forfeiture of their licences, stand bound 
Ne’er to remember who their best guests were, 

If they grow poor , 1 

and Tapwell and Froth are represented as creatures of Sir Giles. Mom¬ 
pesson, it will be remembered, issued licences solely with an eye to h.s 
profit, ignoring his functions as a guardian of public order. 

H But just as Dryden’s Achitophel stands independendy of the historic 
Shaftesbury, so Overreach is very much more than a portrait of a living 
person. A New Way to Pay Old Debts is a play - something made, not 
a mirror of persons and events. Overreach is created, though not quite 

consistently, on Jonsonian lines. 

marrall i I wonder 

Still with your license, why, your worship having 
The power to put this thin-gut in commission, 

You are not in’t yourself? 

\\ GiBoJd gfv« a quotation from Wilton’s Life and Reign o, tame, / (Fol. , 55 ). which 

may be reproduced here: d alchcmistical way to make gold and 

•They [Mompesson an Mich 1 J ^nd^o ^ ^ ^ ^ pcop , c 

silver lace with copper and ot P thjs dcceitfu i composition, that they rotted 

And so poisonous were t c rugs ^ dial wrought it; some losing their 

the hands and andbrough. “of T” vtp°w, that canfe from it. . . . Sir Gi.es 

eyes, and many'theuh ^ ^ ^ M ^, akc him happy , jf that sphere could 

Mompesson had ^vulgar and universal error of satiety with present enjoy- 

have contained h^, b ^ condition , and when he came at court he was too 

ments, made him to g ^ ukcn up t0 sct him in aequiltbno to the place 

little for that, so that some pestilent and mischievous to others, 

he was in, no matter what ,t , ^ madc compartnC r; a poor 

he cared not, so he found benefit bjM ^ clarton-well, whose clerk and he 

sneaking justice, t y corncrs giving warrants for what they did, besides anm- 

picked a livclihoodoutof jhosc corne ■. ^ ^ for conniving . This 

versary stipends (the q Qwn nature> and fitter to be an ingredient to such a 

thing was a pouonous. | m ore ravcnous u poor people, to the 

composition - whereby he marrQw q{ ^ $ubstance/ 

grating of the bones, iin s g G jff 0 rd, ‘it will be sufficiently apparent not only from 
From this apposi » . , charactcr( but also where he found Marrall and 

whence Massinger erlV . Mic h c l| undoubtedly sat for the latter, and his clerk for 

hopeful education will now enable the reader to account 
faiHiiSS.- £Twhich he incorporated with the inh and wax” o, 

Wellborn's bond' (ill, PP- 505 " 6 )- 
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overreach: Thou art a fool; 

In being out of office I am out of danger; 

Where, if I were a justice, besides the trouble, 

I might or out of wilfulness, or error, 

Run myself finely into a praemunire, 

And so become a prey to the informer. 

No, I’ll have none of’t; ’tis enough I keep 
Greedy at my devotion: so he serve 
My purposes, let him hang, or damn, I care not; 

Friendship is but a word . 1 

Those lines are spoken by a descendant of Barabas; other passages clearly 
relate Overreach to Volpone and Sir Epicure Mammon, 2 though as each 
example shows, Massinger is a creator inspired by his predecessors, not 
a mere imitator. 

Throughout the play there is a sure grasp of the actual. Massinger, 
that is, observes the significant economic activities of the time, and sees 
their significance. 3 

marrall : What course take you, 

With your good patience, to hedge in the manor 
Of your neighbour, master Frugal? as ’tis said 
He will nor sell, nor borrow, nor exchange; 

And his hand lying in the midst of your many lordships 
Is a foul blemish. 

1. ii, i (hi, 503-4). Mr Eliot has pointed out the inconsistencies in the mode in which 
Overreach is presented. Massinger, that is, has not Jonson’s complete sureness of purpose. 
A minor example is provided by the Justice, Greedy; he is admirably comic, but he has 
no part in the main design, as Jonson’s minor figures have, and his exhibition of greed 
tends to become merely extraneous fooling. 

2. e.g. Spare for no cost; let my dressers crack with the weight 

Of curious viands. . . . 

And let no plate be seen but what’s pure gold, 

Or such whose workmanship exceeds the matter 
That it is made of; let my choicest linen 
Perfume the room, and, when we wash, the water, 

With precious powders mix’d, so please my lord, 

That he may with envy wish to bathe so ever. 

(hi, ii (in, 529-3 0 )) 

- A good example of the poetic force that is generated by Massinger’s carefully managed, 
cumulative constructions. 

3. Cf. The Projector scenes in The Emperor of the East , and Timoleon’s speeches to 
the senate in The Bondman , 1, iii. Massinger also had keener political interests than most 
of his fellows. Cf. S. R. Gardiner, ‘The Political Element in Massinger’, The Contem¬ 
porary Ret etc, August 1876. 
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overreach : I have thought on’t, Marrall, 

And it shall take. I must have all men sellers, 

And I the only purchaser.... 

I’ll therefore buy some cottage near his manor, 

Which done, I’ll make my men break ope his fences, 

Ride o’er his standing corn, and in the night 
Set fire on his barns, or break his cattle’s legs: 

These trespasses draw on suits, and suits expenses, 

Which I can spare, but soon will beggar him. 

When I have harried him thus two or three year, 

Though he sue in forma pauperis, in spite 

Of all his thrift and care, he’ll grow behind hand.... 

Then, with the favour of my man at law, 

I will pretend some title: want will force him 
To put it to arbitrement; then, if he sell 
For half the value, he shall have ready money, 

And I possess his land . 1 

Elsewhere Overreach describes himself as 

Extortioner, tyrant, cormorant, or intruder 
On my poor neighbour’s right, or grand encloser 
Of what was common, to my private use,“ 

and his relationship with Greedy typifies the power of money over 
justice. 3 The reflection (if we call it that) is of course magnified - 

To have a usurer that starves himself.... 

To grow rich, and then purchase, is too common: 

But this Sir Giles feeds high, keeps many servants, 

Who must at his command do any outrage; 

Rich in his habit, vast in his expenses; 


X. 



i (iii, 504-6). 

»(m, 553)- 

_And yet 

The chapfall’n justice did his part, returning, 
For your advantage, the certificate, 

Against his conscience, and his knowledge too, 
With your good favour, to the utter ruin 
Of the poor farmer. 

(u . Wi 11. 


He frights men out of their estates, 

And breaks through all law-nets, made to curb ill men, 


As they were cobwebs. 


(11, ii (hi, 517)) 
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Yet he to admiration still increases 
In wealth and lordships.... 

... No man dares reprove him. 

Such a spirit to dare, and power to do, were never 
Lodged so unluckily. 1 

- but Overreach certainly represents the new aristocracy of wealth. It is 
not merely that he plans to marry his daughter to a lord, so that she may 
‘write honourable, right honourable’ and have the wives of errant 
knights’ to tie her shoes - in spite of the 

strange antipathy 
Between us and true gentry 2 

- he is also conscious of his own social power: 

In birth! why art thou not my daughter, 

The blest child of my industry and wealth? 

• • • • • 

Be thou no enemy to thyself; my wealth 

Shall weigh his titles down, and make you equals. 3 

But more goes to the making of Overreach than typical traits. I do not 
think it is too much to say that he represents the traditional figure of 
Avarice - one of the Seven Deadly Sins. He is explicidy anti-Christian: 

I would be worldly wise; for the other wisdom 
That does prescribe us a well-govern’d life, 

And to do right to others, as ourselves, 

I value not an atom. 4 

He instructs his daughter, Margaret, 

Learn any thing, 

And from any creature that may make thee great; 

From che devil himself, 5 

Then rest secure; not the hate of all mankind here, 

and her reply, ‘This is but devilish doctrine’, both echoes Wellborn’s 
retort to Marrall, ‘Thy religion! The devil’s creed!’ 6 and foreshadows 
the ‘atheistical assertions’ that Overreach makes to Lord Lovell when 
he expects the latter to become his son-in-law: 

2. ii, i (hi, 508). 

5. in, ii (in, 535). 
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Nor fear of what can fall on me hereafter, 

Shall make me study aught but your advancement 
One story higher: an earl I if gold can do it. 

Dispute not my religion, nor my faith; 

Though I am born thus headlong by my will, 

You may make choice of what belief you please, 

To me they are equal. 1 

It would be foolish to make too much of isolated passages of this kind, 
but they help to bring out the theological-moral aspect of a scene such as 
that where Marrall - following the instructions of Overreach, ‘this 
blasphemous beast’ 2 - attempts to drive Wellborn ‘to despair’. ‘Despair 
had fairly definite religious connotations, and when Marrall tails to 

persuade Wellborn to hang himself — 

Will you stay till you die in a ditch, or lice devour you? 

... If you like not hanging, drown yourself; take some 

course 

For your reputation, 
the religious theme is made explicit: 

’Twill not do, dear tempter, 

With all the rhetoric the fiend hath taught you. 

I am as far as thou art from despair. 

A New Way to Pay Old Debts is a comedy, not a morality play, but that 
it is so much more than mere amusement is largely due to the way in 
which Massinger has drawn on and made his own the traditional atti¬ 
tude towards avarice and worldly ambition. 


In The City Madam 5 the traditional social morality is even more 
potently present. The intrigue is of much less importance than that of A 
New Way ; the whole effect lies in the presentation of two major social 

themes. 


I. 



IV, i (III, 553 - 4 )- 
iv, i (in, 554 )- 

Thc second half of ii, i — . 

Do anything to work him to despair. 


Miss Bradbrook has pointed^ dereferences to religious 'despair' in The Duch '<r of 
Mfi -nZe, and Canaan,,on, a, Buab'lhan Trag'dy, pp. . 95 — 

Licensed in^a, but probably first produced some considerable rime before that 
date, perhaps as early as 1619. 
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The wife and two daughters of Sir John Frugal, a City merchant, ape 
the manners of Court, and their stupid haughtiness drives away two 
suitors. Sir John’s younger brother, Luke, after a career of dissipation, 
lives in the house as a humble pensioner — a model of patience and piety. 
Sir John, wishing to test his brother, and tired of his wife’s extravagance, 
leaves his home, giving out that he is retiring to a monastery abroad and 
that his estate is to be managed by Luke. The women receive the news 
complacently since Luke ironically promises to increase their splendours. 
Then follows an exhibition of ‘miserly grasping’. Luke humbles the 
City Madams, attempts to ruin two apprentices whom he had previously 
encouraged in extravagance and dishonesty, and shows no mercy to his 
debtors. Finally he bargains with three ‘Indians’, agreeing to ship Lady 
Frugal and her daughters to Virginia as human sacrifices in return for a 
mine of gold’. The Indians, of course, are Sir John and the two suitors 
in disguise; Luke’s villainy is unmasked, and the women are reclaimed 
from their folly. 

The impossibilities of the plot can be disregarded. The self-made Sir 
John is a representative member of the thriving merchant class. In the 
first scene we learn that he has made 500 per cent profit on a single 
voyage, that he is buying up manors in the country, and that one of his 
daughters is to marry the son of Lord Lacy. 1 Lord Lacy stands for the 
older aristocracy; his land is mortgaged to Sir John, 2 and he 

needs my master’s money 
As his [Sir John’s 1 daughter does his honour. 3 

Indeed, throughout the play, there is sufficient verisimilitude in the 
general setting to link the ‘improbable fiction’ to a contemporary world. 
What is more important, the emotions dealt with are real emotions. 

The theme that gives the title to the play is similar to that of Eastward 
Ho! (1605). Like Gertrude in that play the City Madam and her daugh¬ 
ters ‘must be ladified forsooth, and be attir’d just to the court-cut and 
long tail’. 4 In the first scene one apprentice tells another: 

1. i, i (iv, 5-8). 

2. Luke : I find in my counting-house a manor pawn'd, 

Pawn’d, my good lord; Lacy manor, and that manor 

From which you have the title of a lord. (v, ii (iv, 105)) 

3. 1, i (iv, 8) 

4. Eastwi llo! 1, i. 


234 



THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MASSINGER S SOCIAL COMEDIES 
The want of one f male heir ], 

Swells my young mistresses, and their madam-mother, 

With hopes above their birth, and scale; their dreams are 

Of being made countesses, and they take state 

As they were such already. When you went 

To the Indies, there was some shape and proportion 

Of a merchant’s house in our family; but since 

My master, to gain precedency for my mistress 

Above some elder merchants’ wives, was knighted, 

’Tis grown a little court in bravery, 

Variety of fashions, and those rich ones: 

There are few ladies going to a mask 

That do outshine ours in their every-day habits . 1 


This short speech not only shows Massinger’s variations on the Jenson,an 
mode, it suggests the standards by which the City Madam is judged 
(‘hopes above their birth and scale’, ‘shape and proportion bravery ). 
Throughout the play the women exhibit a purely material ambition 
scaring away the suitors by their extravagant demands for an idle and 
undisputed luxury after marriage. But the worthlessness of that am¬ 
bition is best exposed by Luke when, becoming for the occasion a new 
satirist’ - significantly - ‘to scourge a general vice , he denounces y 

Frugal: 


Your father was 

An honest country farmer, goodman Humble, 

By his neighbours ne'er called Master. Did your pride 
Descend from him? but let that pass: your fortune, 
Or rather your husband’s industry, advanced you 
To the rank of a merchant’s wife. He made a knight, 
And your sweet mistress-ship ladyfied, you wore 
Satin on solemn days, a chain of gold, 

A velvet hood, rich borders, and sometimes 

A dainty miniver cap, a silver pin 

Headed with a pearl worth three-pence and thus far 
You were privileged, and no man envied it; 

It being for the city’s honour that 
There should be a distinction between 
The wife of a patrician, and plebeian.... 

But when the height 


I. The City Madam, i, i (iv, 6). 
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And dignity of London’s blessings grew 
Contemptible, and the name lady mayoress 
Became a by-word, and you scorn’d the means 
By which you were raised, my brother’s fond indulgence, 

Giving the reins to it; and no object pleased you 
But the glittering pomp and bravery of the court; 

What a strange, nay monstrous, metamorphosis follow’d I 
No English workman then could please your fancy, 

The French and Tuscan dress your whole discourse; 

This bawd to prodigality entertain’d 
To buzz into your ears what shape this countess 
Appear’d in the last mask, and how it drew 
The young lord’s eyes upon her; and this usher 
Succeeded in the eldest prentice’ place 
To walk before you.... 

The reverend hood cast off, your borrow’d hair, 

Powder’d and curl’d, was by your dresser’s art 
Form’d like a coronet, hang’d with diamonds, 

And the richest orient pearl.... 

Great lords and ladies feasted to survey 
Embroider’d petticoats; and sickness feign’d 
That your night-rails of forty pounds a piece 
Might be seen with envy of the visitants. 

... You were served in plate, 

Stirr’d not a foot without your coach, and going 

To church, not for devotion, but to shew 

Your pomp, you were tickled when the beggars cried, 

Heaven save your honour 1 this idolatry 
Paid to a painted room. 1 

As I have indicated, in the presentation of this theme there are implicit 
standards of judgement. The most obvious is the conception of decorum, 
of degree, which was then almost universally accepted, 2 and which had 
provided the authors of Eastward Ho! with the platitudinous moralizing 
of Mildred, the goldsmith’s ‘good’ daughter, who opposed the social 
ambitions of her sister, engaged to Sir Petronel Flash. 

Where ambition of place goes before fitness of birth, contempt and dis¬ 
grace follow. I heard a scholar once say that Ulysses, when he counterfeited 
himself mad, yoked cats and foxes and dogs together to draw his plough, 

1. iv, iv (iv, 90-3). 

2. See pp. 122-5, above. 
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whilst he followed and sowed salt; but sure I judge them truly mad, that 
yoke citizens and courtiers, tradesmen and soldiers, a goldsmith s daug ter 

and a knight. 1 

I had rather make up the garment of my affections in some of the same 
piece, than, like a fool, wear gowns of two colours, or mix sackcloth with 
satin. ... These hasty advancements are not natural. Nature hath given us 
legs to go to our objects; not wings to fly to them. 

In The City Madam the women do not observe decorum: 

A fit decorum must be kept, the court 
Distinguish’d from the city. 3 

Luke’s satire is meant to ‘cry up this decency and neatness’, and to 

P examples for our proud city dames, 

And their proud brood to imitate. 4 

The play closes with Sir John’s exhortation; 

Make you good 

Your promised reformation, and instruct 

Our city dames, whom wealth makes proud, to move 

In their own spheres; and willingly to confess. 

In their habits, manners, and their highest port, 

A distance ’twixt the city and the court. 

tiss:=2 it -s 

dons! something founded on religion common sense nd decency. T 
vanity that accompanies Lady Frugal’s ambition is perennial. 

1. Eastward Hot i, ii. . . . lir , M(lue ; n this story of the prodigal and the 

2. ibid, ii, i. I have said there is o vio daug h t cr - written by Marston, 

good apprentice and of the ambitious Dekker for the Fortune. (Cf. Touch- 

Chapman, and Jonson for fe to civic dignity «... »; 

stone’s ‘thrifty sentences , i, G ° U ‘ d '" g rcr - cntancc i„ the last act, etc.) But the play is 
Quicksilver’s no less sudden and edify* g P , thc currcnt notions of citizen 

not entirely parody. In any case: « tjrovd thcsc bm againsl their easy exploitation 

propriety; the burlesque is not dir g butt , 

for stage purposes - and the ambitious aug . y (iy> ^ 5. v , iii (iv, 114). 

3. The City Madam, in, u (iv, 62). 4 
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Why should you talk of years? Time hath not ploughed 
One furrow in your face; and were you not known 
The mother of my young ladies, you might pass 
For a virgin of fifteen. 1 

So is her superstition. 2 But the implicit condemnation is sharpest in 
Mary’s objection to ordinary household duties: 

mary : And can you, in your wisdom, 

Or rustic simplicity, imagine 
You have met some innocent country girl, that never 
Look’d further than her father’s farm, nor knew more 
Than the price of corn in the market; or at what rate 
Beef went a stone? that would survey your dairy, 

And bring in mutton out of cheese and butter? 

That could give directions at what time of the moon 
To cut her cocks for capons against Christmas, 

Or when to raise up goslings? 
plenty: These are arts 

Would not misbecome you, though you should put in 
Obedience and duty 3 


and in the presentation of Anne’s petty, egocentric vanities: 


i. i, i (IV, 10). 

with Stargaze: 

- parcel physician, 

And as such prescribes my diet, and foretells 
My dreams when I eat potatoes; parcel poet, 

And sings encomiums to my virtues sweetly; 

My antecedent, or my gentleman-usher, 

... an absolute master 
In the calculation of nativities; 

Guided by that ne’er-erring science call’d 
Judicial astrology. (i i, ii (i v, 36-7)) 

3. 11, ii (1 v 41-2). That these ‘arts’ were not considered beneath the dignity of a 
born lady is c :ar from the records of the Verney family, from Smyth’s description of 
Lady Anne Beikeley (p. 98, note 4, above), and from any contemporary book of house¬ 
hold manager™ it. 

The moralist., echoing common opinion, are all emphatic on this point. Thus Becon: 
‘Let them [wi-es] be no delicate minions, nor no white-fingered housewives, which can 
do nothing c’*. but trick up themselves like puppets, and prick upon a clout without any 
gain, swift ;o command, but ready to do nothing, except it be to «at and drink, to keep 
company .vith some he-saint, to play at the dice and cards, to dance, to play upon a lute 
. . . but rather let them be such as will lay their hands to work, help to get the penny, 
save such things as the man bringeth in, dress meat and drink, spin and card, look to 
her family, nurse her own children, suffer nothing to perish, and in fine, even such one 
as Soloman des.ribcth in the thirty-first chapter of his Proverbs.’ Becon (d. c. 1570), A 
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sir maurice: Is there aught else 
To be demanded? 

anne: Yes, sir, mine our doctor, 

French and Italian cooks, musicians, songsters, 

And a chaplain that must preach to please my fancy: 

A friend at court to place me at a mask; 

The private box ta’en up at a new play, 

For me and my retinue; a fresh habit, 

Of a fashion never seen before, to draw 

The gallants’ eyes, that sit on the stage, upon me; 

Some decayed lady for my parasite, 

To flatter me, and rail at other madams; 

And there ends my ambition . 1 

Direct observation of this kind merges into a Jonsonian mode in 
which the essential impulses are isolated and magnified. 

lure: You are wide, 

Wide the whole region, in what I purpose. 

Since all the tides, honours, long descents, 

Borrow their gloss from wealth, the rich with reason 
May challenge their prerogatives: and it shall be 
My glory, nay a triumph, to revive, 

In the pomp that these shall shine, the memory 
Of the Roman matrons, who kept captive queens 
To be their handmaids. And when you appear 
Like Juno in full majesty, and my nieces 
Like Iris, Hebe, or what deities else 
Old poets fancy, (your cramm’d wardrobes richer 
Than various nature’s,) and draw down the envy 
Of our western world upon you; only hold me 
Your vigilant Hermes with aerial wings, 

(My caduceus, my strong zeal to serve you,) 

Prest to fetch in all rarities may delight you, 

And I am made immortal . 2 


Nen, cauchhm, Work.,, p. 35 6. The popular Barnaby Rich describesthe marks of a 

virtuous woman: 'She seeketh wool and flax, and laboure , s e pu 
the wheel. . , . Soloman pointed her a housework it shou d* “ 1 “ 
gadder about the streets but a Home housewife. And a oug er g ousc h 0 ld she 
putteth not herself to bodily labour, yet she over seeth 

must see to her children, her servants and her family. • • • 1 . . ma j tc 

kept within her own house, but she must be a-ramping, an a-ro s g 
herself known’ {The Excellency of Good Women (1613), pp. 23-4). ^ ^ ^ 

I. 11, ii (iv, 40). 
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The dramatic heightening of Luke’s promise to the women (it doesn't 
matter that it is a false promise) is followed by the magnificent impres¬ 
sionism of the forty lines in which Lady Frugal, Anne, and Mary are 
rapt into a dream of greatness. 

lord lacy: Are we all turned statues? have his strange words charm’d 
us? What muse you on, lady? 
lady frugal: Do not trouble me. 
lord lacy: Sleep you too, young ones? 
anne: Swift-wing’d time till now 
Was never tedious to me. Would ’twere night! 
mary: Nay, morning rather. 
lord lacy: Can you ground your faith, 

On such impossibilities? have you so soon 
Forgot your good husband ? 
lady frugal: He was a vanity 
I must no more remember. 1 

But ‘impressionism’ is not the word; we can see and hear the women 
in their day-dream, and Luke’s speech only serves to underline the 
author’s attitude towards the more ‘normal’ ambitions of the City 
Madam and her daughters that have already been illustrated. 

Luke Frugal in his character, first as slave, then as seeming pander, 
then as the agent of the women’s humiliation, is the connecting link 
between the two themes of the play. The women stand for greed and 
social ambition, he for avarice. Luke’s exultation over his treasure has 
already been quoted (p. 225, above). He exclaims before his gold, 

to possess 

What wise men wish and toil for I Hermes’ moly, 

Sibylla’s golden bough, the great elixir, 

Imagined only by the alchymist, 

Compared with thee are shadows, — thou the substance 
And guardian of felicity. 2 

His avarice, like that of Sir Epicure Mammon (who is clearly echoed in 
these lines), is infinite: 

Increase of wealth 

Is the rich man’s ambition, and mine 
Shall know no bounds. 3 

1. Ill, ii (IV, 64). 2. Ill, iii (IV, 65). 
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But (a parallel with the treatment of the ambition theme) his greed is 
not merely a caricature of reality. Luke represents the attitude that was 
becoming common of acquisitiveness basing itself on legality. In the first 
act he describes his brother: 


He is a citizen, 

And would increase his heap, and will not lose 
What the law gives him: such as are worldly wise 
Pursue that track, or they will ne er wear scarlet, 

and Sir John Frugal stands on his strict legal rights with his debtors until 
dissuaded by his hypocritical piety. 2 But when in power - ‘honester now 
by a hundred thousand pound 3 — Luke takes all that he can get rom 
the debtors - which seems to have been rather more than a fair return 

for the money lent. 4 

Conscience! no, no; so it may be done with safety, 

And without danger of the law. 5 

Asked to show mercy to the apprentices whom he had ruined, he tells 


Conscience, my friends, 

And wealth, are not always neighbours. Should I part 
With what the law gives me, 1 should suffer main y 
In my reputauon; for it would convince me 
Of indiscretion: nor will you, I hope, move me 
To do myself such prejudice. 
lord lacy: No moderation? 

LUKE : They cannot look for’t, and preserve in me 

A thriving citizen’s credit. 6 


We are left in no doubt concerning Massinger’s attitude towards 
avarice, even when it works within the bounds of strict ega ity. n 

.. .,ii(.v,20). J. v,ii(.v,.o 4 ). 

4. luke : I have got into my hands 

Your bargain from the sailor, ’twas a good one 
For such a petty sum. I will likewise take 
The extremity of your mortgage, and the torteit 
Of you, several bonds; the use and pnnc.pal ^ 

Shall not serve. v 

5. v,i(iv, 96). 

6. v, ii (1 v, 104). Cf. Sir John Frugal: 

I shall be laugh’d at for my foolish pity, 

Which money-men hate deadly. (*» ,u ( > ® 
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play, as in A New Way to Pay Old Debts, the anti-acquisitive attitude 
is explicitly related to religious teaching. 

The devil - why start you at his name? if you 
Desire to wallow in wealth and worldly honours, 

You must make haste to be familiar with him. 1 


So says the disguised Sir John, and Luke had already bidden 

Religion, conscience, charity, farewell! 

To me you are words only, and no more; 

All human happiness consists in store. 2 


Massinger’s is not a merely formal piety; it is related to the living con¬ 
ception of community, and neighbourly dealing within that community, 
that we have seen in Dekker and Heywood. 

Such 

As are born only for themselves, and live so, 

Though prosperous in worldly understandings, 

Are but like beasts of rapine, that, by odds 
Of strength, usurp, and tyrannize o’er others 
Brought under their subjection. 3 


This is the ‘reformed’ Luke of the early scenes; in prosperity he regards 
hospitality to his ‘poor neighbours’ as ‘a virtue grown obsolete, and use¬ 
less , and expresses the same feelings as Dekker’s merchant, Bartervile: 


I will sit 

Alone, and surfeit in my store, while others 

With envy pine at it; my genius pamper’d 

With the thought of what I am, and what they suffer 

I have mark’d out to misery. 4 


In the essay from which I have already quoted Mr Eliot has this 
paragraph: 

V, 1 (i V, 96). 2. IV, ii (IV, 83). 3. I, iii (IV, 24). 

the old style- ^ ’ C ° ntraSt the descri P tion of Wellborn’s father, a country gentleman of 

a man of worship, 

Old Sir John Wellborn, justice of peace and quorum. . . . 

Bore the whole sway of the shire, {ept a great house , 

Relieved the poor , and so forth. 

{A New Way , 1, i (hi, 483)) 
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What may be considered corrupt or decadent in the morals of Massinger 
is not an alteration or diminution of morals; it is simply the disappearance 
of all those personal and real emotions which this morality supported and 
into which it introduced a kind of order. As soon as the emotions disappear 
the morality which ordered it appears hideous. Puritanism itself became 
repulsive only when it appeared as the survival of a restraint after the feel¬ 
ings which it restrained had gone. . . . The Elizabethan morality was an 
important convention; important because it was not consciously of one 
social class alone, because it provided a framework for emotions to which 
all classes could respond, and it hindered no feeling. . . . Fletcher and 
Massinger rendered it ridiculous, not by believing it, but because they were 
men of great talents who could not vivify it; because they could not fit into 
it passionate, complete human characters. 1 

This account is admirably stimulating; it may, perhaps, apply to Mas¬ 
singer’s tragedies and tragi-comedies, 2 and it certainly applies to 
Fletcher’s. It does not apply to Massinger’s two fine comedies. In one 
sense A New Way to Pay Old Debts and The City Madam are deriva¬ 
tive; they sometimes seem to approach the tradition through Jonson 
rather than directly, and their content is correspondingly less rich and 
full. But in the figures of Sir Giles Overreach, Luke Frugal, and the City 
Madam and her daughters the Elizabethan social morality is certainly 
‘vivified’. Coming at such a time, and from an author who was only too 
susceptible to new influences, the two plays witness to the strength of the 
tradition that has been explored in these pages. 

The problem that criticism still has to solve is the problem of deca¬ 
dence’; the contrast between the richness of ‘Elizabethan drama and 
the poverty of Caroline and Restoration drama is not due merely to the 
different amount of talent available in each period. In tackling this prob¬ 
lem there are three points to start from, none of which can be treated in 
isolation from the others. The first, and most important, is the handling 
of the verse or, more generally, the dramatic medium. The second is 
found in the kind and quality of the interests enlisted in each play, or 
group of plays. The third concerns the constitution, the literary an 
general interests, of the theatre audience. 

1. Elizabethan Essays, pp. 165-6. , 

2. ‘When Massinger’s ladies resist temptation they do not appear to undergo a y 
important emotion; they merely know what is expected of them; they manifest Uiun- 

selves to us as lubricious prudes' (ibid.). 
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The completeness with which Fletcher represents (and fosters) a 
changing taste deserves to be more fully realized than it is. If Massinger’s 
verse tends towards the dilution of feeling, the emotions which Fletcher 
presents are faked: they are worked up, and the purpose is impure. 
Fletcher’s serious mode is fairly represented by this passage from A King 
and No King (1611): 


Good lady, be not fearful: though he should not 
Give you your present end in this, believe it, 

You shall feel, if your virtue can induce you 
To labour out this tempest (which I know, 

Is but a poor proof ’gainst your patience), 

All these contents your spirit will arrive at. 

Newer and sweeter to you. Your royal brother, 
When he shall once collect himself, and see 
How far he has been asunder from himself, 

What a mere stranger to his golden temper, 

Must, from those roots of virtue, never dying, 
Though somewhat stopt with humour, shoot again 
Into a thousand glories, bearing his fair branches 
High as our hopes can look at, straight as justice, 
Loaden with ripe contents. 1 


Everything is vague, general, and unrealized (‘these contents ... newer 
and sweeter to you’, ‘a mere stranger to his golden temper’); the final 
metaphor is particularly betraying - one can grasp nothing particular in 
those ‘roots of virtue ... stopt with humour’, and the metaphorical tree 
is loaded with abstractions, ‘a thousand glories’ and ‘ripe contents’. But 
Fletcher s metaphors are invariably unrealized or commonplace. Love, 
as in the Restoration heroic plays, is always a ‘flame’, 2 frozen souls 
‘melt’, ' and here is a description of inconstancy: 


1. A King and No king, iv , (Vanorum Edition of Beaumont and Fletcher, t, p. 308). 

The play is a Beaumont and Fletcher collaboration, but there is ‘practical unanimity’ in 

assigning tins scene, together with «v, ii, iii and v, i, iii to Fletcher - Chambers, Eliza¬ 
bethan Stage, 111, p. 225. 

2. tigranes: ! feel my old fire flame again, and burn 

Cf „„ So slTon « and (ibid., ,v, ii (1, 3II ) _ Fletcher) 

Cf. A r b a c ES . If you 2bove love not such sins as these, * ' ' 

Circle my heart with thoughts as cold as snow. 

To quench these rising flames that harbour here. 


(ibid., iv, iv (1, 324)) 


(Maid's Tragedy, iv, i (Fletcher) (1, 82)) 
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My fre/.en soul melts. 
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She lives to tell thee thou art more unconstant 
Than all ill women ever were together; 

Thy faith as firm as raging overflows, 

That no bank can command; and as lasting 
As boys’ gay bubbles, blown i’ the air and broken: 

The wind is fix’d to thee... - 1 


If Shakespeare is not a fair test (‘Heaven stops the nose at it, and the 
moon winks’), we have only to put beside this any example of imagery 
from, say, The Changeling (‘Let the common sewer take it from dis¬ 
tinction’) or The Revenger’s Tragedy (‘Does the silkworm expend her 

yellow labours for thee ? ’) to expose its essential falsity. 

The reason for the vagueness and generality, the commonplace figures 
and unrealized imagery, is that there is no informing emotion, no pres¬ 
sure from within. ‘The blossoms of Beaumont and Fletcher s imagina¬ 
tion draw no sustenance from the soil, but are cut and slig y wi ere 
flowers stuck into sand.’ 2 Since there is no firm pressure o emotion 
behind the verse of, say, A King and No King , the p ay itse is no 
coherent emotional development: there is no emotion to eve op. very 
thing, therefore, is sacrificed to the immediate effect, we ave m ^ re ^ 
succession of emotional high spots, 3 and the comedy is mere y 

"a forther consideration leads direcdy to the domain of morals, and 


1. A King and No King, iv, ii (Fletcher) (i, 312). 

2. T. S. Eliot, ‘Ben Jonson’, Elizabethan Essays, p. 7 ». 

3. gobrias: Know, 

You kill your father. 
arbaces: Howl 

gobrias: You kill your father. 
arbaces: My father I Though I know it fora he, 

Made out of fear, to save thy stained life, 

The very reverence of the word comes cross me, 

And ties my arm down. . , • /. 

A King and No King, v, iv (i, 34 <V- 

Compare: evadne: Why, ’tis the King. 

amintor: The King! 

evadne: What will you do nowr 

amintor: It is not the King! 

... Oh, thou hast named a word, that wipes away 
All thoughts revengeful I etc.^ ^ . (I , 42 _ 3 » 

These scenes are probably by Beaumont, but they are relevant h 
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therefore approaches the subject of this book. R. P. Blackmur says that 
for Henry James, ‘art was the viable representation of moral value; in the 
degree that the report was intelligent and intense the morals were 
sound’. 1 In the Beaumont and Fletcher ‘serious’ plays the report (of 
human emotions) is not ‘intelligent and intense’, and in consequence the 
moral issues which they profess to raise - incest in A King and No King, 
conflicting loyalties and revenge in The Maid’s Tragedy - are not 
squarely faced. The moral problem merely gives an additional fillip to 
the emotions, and provides the maximum number of piquant situa¬ 
tions. In these plays tragedy becomes pathos, and pathos an indul¬ 
gence, not part of a larger organization. 2 Each of the tragedies and 
tragi-comedies of Beaumont and Fletcher is a series of cunningly con¬ 
trived situations to exploit, not to explore and express, emotions; and 
that is decadence. 

A similar judgement is enforced by Fletcher’s comedies. Maybe 
Fletcher ‘understood and imitated the conversation of gendemen much 
better (than Shakespeare); whose wild debaucheries and quickness of wit 
in repartees, no poet before him could paint as he has done’, 3 and cer¬ 
tainly his comedies are amusing. But gaiety and gendemanly repartee 
are not enough. To write great comedy one has to be serious about some¬ 
thing; and the only thing that Fletcher took at all seriously - that at 
least is to his credit - was the question of a decent freedom for women. 4 
In The Elder Brother (completed by Massinger) there is some mild satire 


1. 'The Critical Prefaces’, Hound and Horn, April-June 1934, vii, No. 3, p. 452. 

2. Contrast Aspatia’s song, 'Lay a garland on my hearse’ ( Maid's Tragedy, 11, i) with 
Desdcmona’s Willow song ( Othello, iv, iii). The song occurs in a Beaumont scene; for a 
corresponding effect by Fletcher see Evadne's speech : 

I was once fair, 

Once I was lovely; not a blowing rose 
More chastely sweet. . . . 

(The Maid’s Tragedy, v, ii (1, 98)) 

3. Dryden, Essay of Dramatic Poesy. Drvdcn has ‘they’. The passage precedes the 
famous sentence which describes Beaumont and Fletcher’s popularity in the Restoration 
period: 'Their plays arc now th'* most pleasant and frequent entertainments of the 
stage; two of theirs being acted through the year for one of Shakespeare’s or Jonson’s: the 
reason is, because there is a certain gaiety in their comedies and pathos in their more 
serious plays, which suits generally with all men’s humours’. 

4. See especially The Little French Lawyer (with Massinger, 1619-22) and The Wild 
Goose Chase (16:1). Isi the latter Rosalura wishes 

to maintain good women’s honours, 

Their freedoms, and their fames. 

Cf. Lil itianca: ‘A merry and a free wench, give her liberty’. 
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on the way in which ‘virgins of wealthy family waste their youth - 
which goes no deeper than Addison’s ‘Diary of a Young Lady of 
Fashion’ — and a glance at the vanities of court, where one learns to 
speak a tedious piece of nothing’. But satirical effects of this kind are 
quite unrelated to the central purpose of the play, which is to exhibit the 
romantic adventures of the studious Charles. As a rule, indeed, it is hard 
to tell what central purpose there is. In The Scornful Lady (with Beau¬ 
mont) the skits on Shakespeare (‘ “To sleep, to die; to die, to sleep , a 
very figure, sir’ l ), the light-hearted use of popular sententiousness ( Let 
thy chimneys smoke’; ‘Hang it, dirt!’ - contrast the implications of 
‘spacious in the possession of dirt’), the superficial wit (e.g. about Abi¬ 
gail’s age) and the buffoonery, all indicate the quality of the amusement 
that is offered. The usurer, Morecraft, is a stock figure whose practices 
are forgotten as soon as mentioned, and it is not only in the skirmishings 
round sex 2 that we are reminded of the Restoration stage. In Wit With¬ 
out Money (1614), The Humorous Lieutenant (c. 1619), Rule a Wife 
and Have a Wife (c. 1624), and the rest, everything is subordinate to the 
intrigue, to amusing dialogue, to the immediate comic effect (the most 
notorious instance being the Lieutenant’s venereal disease in The 
Humorous Lieutenant). There is of course incidental satire, but it re¬ 
mains incidental. The major interests of a diverse audience are not 

aroused. 

Shirley and Brome are even nearer to the later Comedy of Manners. 
Different as they are, they are alike in practising in a narrower field an 
any of their predecessors. Fashionable society, or the imitation o 
fashionable society, provides their themes. Brome habitually regar s 
from the outside the manners of fashionable society, gaining his comic 
effects through their caricature and distortion when aped by curious citi 
zens who perceive them only as mannerisms. 4 Shirley has per aps an 


*• Cf. I will run mad first, and, if that get not pity 

I’ll drown myself to a most dismal ditty, (ni, ii) 

2. For the tone of 

You that be coming on, make much of fifteen (i v, i) 

compare 



At twenty-five in women’s eyes 
Beauty docs fade, at thirty dies (1674). 

‘An incurable zest for random adventure and farcical intrigue 


’ (K. M. Lynch, op. 


c «-,p, 24). 

4 - K. M. Lynch, op. cit., p. 29. The projector scenes 
rather dull imitations of Jonson. 


of The Court Beggar 


are merely 
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even narrower range. His comedy is the comedy of polite society, 1 and 
when wider issues are mentioned they seem to have a literary ancestry 
rather than to be the result of direct observation. 2 

In comedy Massinger is the last of the Elizabethans, whilst Fletcher is 
the first of the direct line that runs through Shirley and Brome (although 
Brome was a ‘son of Ben’) to the comic writers of the post-Restoration 
period. 3 The comedies of these three are indeed best discussed in con¬ 
junction with the later comedy of manners. One touches here on a sub¬ 
ject that cannot be treated summarily - the changing taste of the theatre 
audiences and of the reading public points direcdy to the shifts in 
national culture which form one of the major changes of our history - 
and discussion is best deferred. But once the truth of this alignment is 
accepted one important point becomes clear. For the significance of the 
Restoration theatre as a functional unit in the national life is seen in the 
account that M. Beljame has given of its audience: 

Ces spectateurs . . . £taient peu nombreux. La Cite, restee puritaine, 
choquee des mceurs du jour et de l’audace des pieces, ne venait pas aux 
representations, ou fort peu. ‘Tous ceux qui tenaient a passer pour des gens 
serieux et estimables se gardaient de paraitre au theatre. Un jeune homme 
de loi respectable aurait compromis sa dignit£; un jeune commer^ant 
aurait fait tort & son credit en se montrant dans ces cercles de la licence 

1. A typical effect from The Lady of Pleasure (1635): 

Frederick: My most loved aunt. 
ladybornwell: Support me, I shall faint. 
littleworth: What ails your ladyship? 
lady b. : Is that Frederick? In black? 
kickshaw : Yes, madam; but the doublet's satin. 
lady b. : The boy’s undone. (n, i) 

Or, 

little: Your French tailor 
Has made you a perfect gentleman; I may 
Converse now with you, and preserve my credit. 

( ,v * “) 

2. e.g. With lordships, but no manors! one that has 

But newly cast his country skin, come up 

To see the fashions of the town, has crept 

Into a knighthood, which he paid for heartily; 

And in his best clothes is suspected for 

A gentleman. ( Changes, or Love in a Maze (1632), 1, i) 

This adds nothi, - 6 to the similar satire of the early part of the century. Compare the 
passage on the decline of hospitality, The Lady of Pleasure, 11, i. 

3. For some important lines of communication, see K. M. Lynch, op. cit., chap. ii. 
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effrenee.’ . . . C’etait une partie nombreuse de l’auditoire qui se trouvait 
supprim^e, et peut-etre la mcilleure, celle qui est assez instruite pour 
apprecier, ct en meme temps assez simple, assez naive encore pour con- 
naitre les rires francs et les emotions sinceres, pour se laisser prendre par 
les entrailles. Les spectateurs se reduisaient done a la cour et a ce monde de 
fonctionnaires et de desceuvres qui gravite autour du roi. 1 

The Restoration theatre, that is, catered for a small group whose interests 
were notoriously limited, 2 and its writers had nothing to correspond to 
the major interests of the Elizabethan-Jacobean dramatists. 

The great break, of course, occurred with the closing of the theatres 
and the Civil War. Before then there was no positive bar to the partici¬ 
pation of the ‘respectable’ middle classes. But an increasing puritanism 
was already turning many away from the theatres, and there was already 
a wide gap between the tastes that were catered for at the private houses 
in Drury Lane, at Salisbury Court or the Blackfriars and ‘the original 
civility of the Red Bull’. 3 And in Fletcher, Brome, and Shirley we can 
see that progressive narrowing of the scope of drama that leads from 
Lear to Aureng-Zebe , from The Alchemist to Love for Love. Fletcher, 
we may say, had nothing in common with Heywood and Dekker, 
whereas Jonson, and to a less extent Massinger, shared many of the more 
important interests and attitudes of these popular writers, as well as those 
of lay and ecclesiastical moralists. 


1. Bcljame, Le Public et les hommes de lettres en Angleterre au dix-huitihnesii-cle, 

pp. 56-7. The quotation is from Johnson’s Life of Drytlen. Cf. C. V. cane, 
Dramatic Theory and the Rhymed Heroic Play, p. 58. Mr A. M. Clark notes the signs in 
the reign of James I: 'The theatre both gained and lost by the direct patronage o Un¬ 
crown and the extended authority of the Master of the Revels; for while on the one hand 
the wealthier citizens and still more their wives looked with a favourable eye on t c now 
fashionable and therefore respectable theatres, the stage was ceasing to be a national in¬ 
stitution and was becoming more and more dependent on the court, more restricts in its 
appeal, and in reality no more acceptable to an ever-increasing body of puritans ( omas 
Heywood, p. 70). Chambers notes ‘some development of censorial practice when hue 
succeeded Tilncy as Master of the Revels in 1610 (Elizabethan Stage, 1, p. 322), and this 
was increased under Sir Henry Herbert in the next reign. But much more is invo sc( 
here than censorship. , _ 

2. For the tastes of the Restoration audience see Bcljame, op. cit., pp. 5 (> - 7 0 ’ an( 

°p. cit., pp. 5 8-6 2 . But the Restoration plays themselves arc sufficient evidence on 

point. 

3 - Drydcn, Essay of Dramatic Poesy. 
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Elizabethan Prose 


Mr Roberts’s useful anthology 1 should do more than remind the 
general reader that Elizabethan Prose is not confined to a few patches 
of fine writing. A careful reading of his extracts from journalists alone is 
sufficient to increase our understanding of Elizabethan verse and to sug¬ 
gest an important approach to the culture of the period. 

We can learn a good deal merely by comparing a few sentences by an 
Elizabethan and by a modern journalist. The first of the following ex¬ 
tracts is from The Unfortunate Traveller , the second from The World 
Crisis. 

So it fel out, that it being a vehement hot summer when I was a sojourner 
there, there entered such a hotspurd plague as hath not bin heard of: why 
it was but a word and a blowe, Lord have mercie upon us and he was gone. 
Within three quarters of a yeere in that one citie there died of it a hundred 
thousand looke in Lanquets chronicle and you shall finde it. To smell of a 
nosegay that was poisond, and turne your nose to a house that had the 
plague, it was all one. The clouds like a number of cormorants that keepe 
their corne til it stinke and is mustie, kept in their stinking exhalations till 
they had almost stifeled all Romes inhabitants. 

When the great organizations of this world are strained beyond breaking 
point, their structure often collapses at all points simultaneously. There is 
nothing on which policy, however wise, can build; no foothold can be 
found for virtue or valour, no authority or impetus for a rescuing genius. 
The mighty framework of German Imperial Power, which a few days 
before had overshadowed the nations, shivered suddenly into a thousand 
individually disintegrating fragments. All her Allies whom she had so 
long sustained, fell down broken and ruined, begging separately for peace. 
The faithful armies were beaten at the front and demoralized from the 
rear. Toe proud etficient Navy mutinied. Revolution exploded in the most 
disciplined of States. The Supreme War Lord fled. 

i. Elizabethan Prose, selected and prefaced by Michael Roberts. 
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Such a spectacle appals mankind; and a knell rang in the ear of the 
victors, even in their hour of triumph. 


I shall speak later of the characteristics of Nashe’s prose. Here it is 
sufficient to remark that if his comparison of the clouds to contemporary 
capitalists is too highly charged with vitality (for it has a life of its own 
independent of the rest of the sentence) Mr Churchill’s metaphors are 
ghosts. ‘Organizations’ are never, in fact, ‘strained beyond breaking 
point’ — but throughout the second extract the relation of word to thing 
is so tenuous that the reader is baffled whenever he attempts to find more 
than the minimum of content in any of the glib phrases: in such a diluted 
style it is fitting that a ‘framework’ should ‘overshadow the nations in 
pretended solidity. The passage is in fact fraudulent, claiming a response 
which it does nothing to justify. I do not, of course, suppose that Nashe 
and Mr Churchill are trying to do the same kind of thing, but they are 
both engaged in exploiting their medium for a particular end, and 
Nashe is the more conscious of what he is doing and his method is the 
more honest. Now the point that the difference is something more than 
a personal difference between two writers seems best enforceable by say¬ 
ing that if a book were to be written on the kinds of verbal exploitation 
that have been possible in different periods it would have to begin by con¬ 
sidering the relation of the written and the spoken word. Except on a 
political platform none of Mr Churchill’s sentences could be spoken. 
The paragraph from Nashe, like the bulk of Elizabethan prose, is based 
on living idiomadc speech. 

This is probably one of the most important clues to a proper under¬ 
standing of Elizabethan literature; but, unqualified, the same remark 
might be applied to the prose of very different writers in a different age 
“ to the following passage from Dryden’s Preface to All for Love, for 

example: 


Dionysius and Nero had the same longings, but with all their power they 
could never bring the business well about. Tis true, they proclaimed them¬ 
selves poets by sound of trumpet; and poets they were, upon pain of death 
to any man who durst call them otherwise. The audience had a fine time 
on’t, you may imagine; they sat in bodily fear, and looked as demurely as 
they could: for it was a hanging matter to laugh unseasonably; and the 
tyrants were suspicious, as they had reason, that their subjects had cm in 
the wind; so, every man, in his own defence, set as good a face upon the 
business as he could. ’Twas known beforehand that the monarchs were to 
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be crowned laureates; but when the show was over, and an honest man 
was suffered to depart quietly, he took out his laughter which he had 
stifled, with a firm resolution never more to see an Emperor’s play, though 
he had been ten years a-making it. 

The most striking difference between this and anything by Nashe, 
‘Marprelate’, or Gosson is, I suppose, one of tone and manner. Dryden’s 
words contain an implicit assurance that the reader will not be asked to 
respond in certain ways; there will be no attack on the heart or liver. 
But it is not merely that the audience, and therefore literary manners, 
had changed. The staple of Dryden’s prose is a language more select and 
refined, more Polite, than that of the Elizabethans. Elizabethan prose - 
since the argument requires the obvious - is closer to folk speech, to the 
English of ploughing, carting, selling, and small town gossip. And if it 
was possible to say many things in Augustan prose that could not be said 
in the prose of Nashe, Nashe and his contemporaries had a source of 
strength denied to the Augustans: ‘Here is your husband; like a 
mildewed ear, Blasting his wholesome brother’. ‘Money is like muck, 
not good except it be spread.’ Bunyan alone of Dryden’s contemporaries 
had such resources: ‘Thou talkest like one on whose head is the shell to 
this very day’ - a low phrase, Dr Johnson would say, debased by vulgar 
mouths. 

It is only too easy, when discussing the vigour of Elizabethan prose, 
to divagate into sociological generalizations. But the mind of an age is 
best studied in its literature - Elizabethan prose reflects a way of living 
not merely because there are prose accounts of Elizabethan habits - and 
the social background can only be profitably discussed when a start has 
been made from criticism. The few simple facts about ‘conditions’ that 
are necessary to give the right perspective may be conveniendy sum¬ 
marized here. 

Elizabethan England consisted mainly of agricultural communities, 
each with a vigorous local life and tradition; and the town dweller 
shared most of the mental habits of the countryman. London was ob¬ 
viously exceptional, but in many ways its ethos was that of the market 
town. It was still comparatively small, and its inhabitants were familiar 
with the processes necessary for growing, making, and selling most of its 
commodities. It had a genuine community of interests, reflected even in a 
common stock of objects of derision: a reference to a local eccentric (‘he 
that is knowne by wearing a cloake of tuftaffatie eighteene yeare’, for 
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example) was expected to be immediately recognizable. And its gossip 
was that of the small town: familiar jests, proverbial sayings (‘Farewell 
Bowe, have over the Bridge, where I heard say honest Conscience was 
once drown’d’), accounts of traditional wonders and stories of familiar 
places. Popular interests are reflected clearly enough in the titles of plays 
and pamphlets: ‘The Famous Chronicle of king Edwarde the first sir- 
named Edwarde Longshankes.... Lasdy, the sinking of Queene Elinor, 
who sunck at Charingcrosse, and rose again at Potters-hith now named 
Queen-hith’; ‘The Second Part of, If you know not me, you know no 
bodie. With the building of the Royall Exchange: And the famous 
Victorie of Queene Elizabeth, in the Yeare 1588.’ The popularity of 
Dekker’s pamphlets, The Dead Term and The Wonderful Year for 
example, was largely due to the way in which he exploited this kind of 
interest: 

Such was the fashion of this Land, when the great Land-Lady thereof 
left it: Shee came in with the fall of the leafe, and went away in e 
Spring: her life (which was dedicated to Virginitie), both beginning and 
closing up a miraculous Mayden circle: for she was borne upon a Lady 
Eve, and died upon a Lady Eve: her Nativitie and death being memor- 
able by this wonder: the first and last yeares of her Raigne y t is, t at a 
Lee was Lorde Maior when she came to the Crowne, and a Lee Lon e 
Maior when she departed from it. Three places are ma e amous y er 
for three things, Greenewich for her birth, Richmount for her death, 

White-Hall for her Funerall. 


Gossip of this kind has obvious affinities with Malinowski’s ‘phatic com 
munion’. Its nearest modern equivalent is the desultory ta o e ar 


parlour in the more remote villages. 

The point that I wish to make is that, in a certain sense, Elizabetha 

society was ‘primitive’ (no one need suppose that I am com P ar ‘ n Lnv 
Elizabethans to Trobriand Islanders), and its language retaine 
more of the primitive functions of speech than are to e 0UI \ 3 eT , 
seventeenth century. Not only was the relation o wor an t g, 
word and action, far more intimate than in a society t at o tains m 
its more permanent impressions from books an newspapers, 
number of Elizabethan words and phrases are the direct equivalent o 
action - gestures of sociability, contempt, or oflence (the Elizabethans 
had a particularly rich vocabulary of abuse). Moreover, the musculo con¬ 
tent of Elizabethan English is an important part of its meaning , 
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was this, together with the reading habits fostered by speaking such a 
language, that enabled physical states to be portrayed with such imme¬ 
diacy : 

O so I was tickled in the spleene with that word, my hart hopt and 
danst, my elbowes icht, my fingers friskt, I wist not what should become 

of my feete, nor knewe what I did for joy. 

Poets, as well as prose writers, could rely on their readers to do more 
than attach a bare referential meaning to each word. ‘When Shakespeare 
describes a thing’, said Dryden, ‘you more than see it, you feel it too.’ 
And it was not only things that could be evoked in concrete immediacy. 

What shalt thou expect, 

To be depender on a thing that leans? 

Who cannot be new built, nor has no friends 
So much as but to prop him. 

One has only to attempt to read these lines with the eye alone to realize 
what is meant by ‘the body and movement of the language’. 

The social and linguistic factors referred to are sufficient to account 
for the strength and the limitations of Elizabethan prose. Judging by 
achievement we may say that it is an admirable medium for vivid and 
fanciful description and narrative, but not for exact description; for folk 
humour, not for wit; for satire and invective (often more violent than the 
occasion demands - ‘Pappe with an Hatchet’), not for analysis or logical 
argument. Its virtue is vigour not perspicuity. It misses effects depend¬ 
ing upon tone, subdety, and an exact control of tempo and movement. 
Its significant limitations are particularly noticeable in two fields, those 
of argument and literary criticism. I shall return to the question of 
dialectic. As for the second point, a careful reading of Gregory Smith’s 
two volumes can only confirm the opinion that, if the chief function of 
criticism is clarification, there is no Elizabethan criticism worth the 
name. Nor was it possible to use Elizabethan prose in the lucid explica¬ 
tion of a mature attitude. A comparison of Florio with Montaigne does 
more than make this clear; the habits of the language may be seen 
merely by putting a few sentences of the original and the translation side 
bv side. 

4 

On a raison de descrier l’hipocrisie qui se trouve en la guerre: car qu’est 
il olus aisc a un homme practic que de gauchir aux dangers et de contre- 
far le muuvais, ayant le cctur plein de mollesse? 

2 54 
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There is great reason the hypocrisie that is found in war should be dis¬ 
covered. For, what is more easie in a man of practise than to flinch in 
dangers and to counterfeit a gallant and a boaster when his heart is full of 
faintnesse, and ready to droope for feare ? 

II faut trier de toute une nation une douzaine d’hommes pour juger d un 
arpent de terre; et le jugement de nos inclinations et de nos actions, la plus 
difficile matiere et la plus importante, qui soit, nous la remettons a la voix de 
la commune et de la tourbe, mere d’ignorance, d’injustice et d’inconstance. 

We are often driven to empanell and select a jury of twelve men out of 
a whole countrie to determine of an acre of land: And the judgement of 
our inclinations and actions (the weightiest and hardest matter that is) 
we referre it to the idle breath of the vaine voice of the common sort 
and base rasfalitie, which is the mother of ignorance, of injustice, and 
inconstancie. 

Peu de gens ont espouse des amies qui ne s'en soyent repentis. 

Few men have wedded their sweet hearts, their paramours or mistresses, 
but have come home by weeping Crosse, and ere long repented their 
bargaine. 


If the English is more diffuse than the French this is not because Florio 
was a bad translator; the diffuseness was essential in an attempt to con¬ 
vey the full meaning of the original. It is not merely that there was 
frequendy no exact verbal equivalence between the two languages 
(‘Those which are called honest, vertuous and sufficient is the nearest 
that Florio can get to *ceux qu on appelle honnestes et habiles hommes ). 
the tone of the second passage allows Montaigne s short phrase to con 
vey all that is contained in Florio’s expanded descripdon. In the thir 
example not only is the English version longer than the French, the o 
idiom (‘weeping Crosse’) and the word ‘bargaine’ (with its associations 
drawn from the popular Woman Controversy - ‘filthy bargain , etc.) 
completely transform the sentence. It is no longer a detached observation 
but a misogynist commonplace of the tavern, with an emotional ringe 
entirely lacking in the French. The two sentences require an entirely 
different kind of acceptance from the reader. Further comparison is im 
possible here, but the extracts are typical. Florio s difficulties (his un 
usually heavy stopping seems to be an attempt to reproduce the logica 
ordonnance of the French) are due to the fact that the language w ic 
he had to use did not allow precisely those qualities which distinguis 
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the prose of Montaigne - lucidity, compactness, flexibility, and sub¬ 
mission to control. 1 

To say this is to explain why, although these are scores of written 
works whose object is, ostensibly, to explain or to persuade, there is no 
Elizabethan prose which is intellectually persuasive. Hooker’s prose is 
admirable, but it is not, stricdy speaking, an intellectual prose. He is at 
his best not when he is arguing a case, but when he is expressing a con¬ 
viction emotionally held, as in the following passage (the effect depends 
entirely upon the rhythm and the metaphors), where he is expressing his 
feelings about order: 

Now if nature should intermit her course, and leave altogether though 
it were but for a while the observation of her own laws; if those principal 
and mother elements of the world, whereof all things in this lower world 
are made, should lose the qualities which now they have; if the frame of 
that heavenly arch erected over our heads should loosen and dissolve itself; 
if celestial spheres should forget their wonted motions, and by irregular 
volubility turn themselves any way as it might happen; if the prince of the 
lights of heaven, which now as a giant doth run his unwearied course, 
should as it were through a languishing faintness begin to stand and to 
rest himself; if the moon should wander from her beaten way, the times 
and seasons of the year blend themselves by disordered and confused mix¬ 
ture, the winds breathe out their last gasp, the clouds yield no rain, the 
earth be defeated of heavenly influence, the fruits of the earth pine away 
as children at the withered breasts of their mother no longer able to yield 
them relief: what would become of man himself, whom these things do 
now serve? See we not plainly that obedience of creatures unto the law of 
nature is the stay of the whole world ? 2 

In Elizabethan sermons the method of the public disputation is the 
usual one adopted: opposition points are put up and knocked down in 
order; there are appeals to authority and custom; there is a large amount 

I. This is not to say that some of these qualities are not sometimes found separately in 
Elizabethan prose; the superiority of Montaigne's prose lies in the combination. Bacon’s 
prose is compact ( Mis hearers could not cough, or look aside from him, without loss’) but 
no one could call it flexible; his sentences lie stiffly side by side like logs. 

i. Contras: the use of metaphor in, say, the Leviathan (1651). For example: ‘All men 
are by nature provided of notable multiplying glasses (that is their Passions and Sclfe- 
love), through which, every little payment appeareth a great grievance; but are destitute 
of 'hose prospective glasses (namely Morall and Civil Science), to see a farre off the 
miseries that hang over them, and cannot without such payments be avoyded.’ 
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of verbal quibbling; 1 there is rarely an attempt to deploy a consistent 
argument. Much the same might be said of the early economic tracts, to 
take another example. Clearly the deficiency cannot be explaine merey 
by a reference to vocabulary and idiom: many other factors must e 
taken into account, such as the Elizabethan fondness for rhetoric on e 
one hand, and the absence of the ‘scientific spirit and the lac ° e 
quate information on the other. But if factors such as these e pe to 
shape the language, they were themselves, in part, determine y it. 
Anyone who has looked at Gresham’s letters on the foreign exchange 
or blown the dust off the volumes of the Parker Society wi un erstan 
what is meant by saying that the stricdy intellectual e uci auon o a 
proposition was impossible, that there were limitations in erent in 

The controversial pamphlets were not called in evidence in th 
two paragraphs for obvious reasons; they often contain a s ow ° . 

logic, but it is the merest bluff, hardly meant to deceive, ut e 
need to point out their importance, and a very rie accoun ^ 
characteristics of the pamphleteering method wil e p to co 
emphasis placed on the limitations of Elizabethan prose. 

In popular controversy, such as that of Nashe or arpre ate, . 
more obvious devices is to start with a crude or simple feel * ng ’ . o£ 
for the first suitable metaphor, and then to let the meta P ° r .• 
its own momentum in the general direction indicate y 

They call the Bishops butchers, I like the Mc ' a P horc ^chulch! 
must be knockt on the head, and who fitter than e a 

to cut the throates of heresies in the Church Nay, ^“ “Xir rotten 
propertie of sheepe but baa, their fleece for flockes, no c > j „ 

flesh for no dish”but ditches: I thinke them woor.h nenhe the tarn g 

nor the telling, but for their scabbedness to be thrust from ^ P-* 
the scaffold, and with an Habeas Corpus to remoove them from P 

hcards tarre-box, to the hangmans budget. 

1. ‘Even the works of God arc not equally excellent; this Consultation, 

but faciam, it is not jaciamus-, in the creation of m™, i( js not expressed so; it is 

a Deliberation of the whole Trinity ; in the making » Thc remark is repeated 

but faciam* (John Donne, Fifty Sermons (1649), 

and expanded later. rnmn lex interacting whole, of which 

2. In any society habits and language form I dmirab i y brought out by Malm- 

the paru cannot be studied in artificial isolation. , ntary Essay in The Meaning of 
owski in The Sexual Life of Savages and in h,s Supplementary t > 

Meaning. 


D.8.j.- 9 
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The argument is conducted by invective and ridicule, by parable and 
metaphor, by alliteration and puns: ‘I but he hath sillogismes in pike 
sauce, and arguments that have been these twentie yeres in pickle. I, 
picke hell, you shall not find such reasons.’ Often, as here, an interlocutor 
is imagined as present, and there are pages which can only be under¬ 
stood if we realize that certain sentences - there is no typgraphical dis¬ 
tinction — come from the opposition side. The pamphleteering method 
is, in short, the method of spoken dialectic. Popular writing is largely, 
like verbal fencing, an exhibition of skill, and the writer, like an impro¬ 
visator on the stage, takes care to call attention to a particular display of 
agility: ‘Now comes a biting speech, let mee stroake my beard thrice 
like a German, before I speak a wise word’; ‘O sweedie brought in, at 
least three figures in that line, besides the wit on’t.’ 

For a proper appreciation of Elizabethan prose, as the pamphlets make 
plain, we need to understand both the close relation of the written to the 
spoken word (words had not - to adapt a remark of Mr Empson’s - a 
mere newspaper meaning, intended to be mechanically snapped up by 
the eye), and the Elizabethan love of verbal ingenuity. It is the latter 
which accounts for the vogue of Euphuism, for the popularity of ser¬ 
mons and the pervasive interest in rhetoric, and which explains the bulk 
of Elizabethan journalism. There is a book to be written on the signifi¬ 
cance of Thomas Nashe, who besides being the best was a typical 
journalist. Almost all his work shows the same characteristics. The 
ostensible theme is merely an occasion for the performance. There are 
the usual puns and witty metaphors; there are moralizing asides, pieces 
of incidental satire, and ‘pretty parentheses’ on matters of topical in¬ 
terest; there is a good deal of miscellaneous information (the Eliza¬ 
bethans seem to have been particularly interested in popular etymology), 
and there are rhetorical declamations on set themes - such as the speech 
on travel by the English Earl and Cutwolfe’s ‘insulting oration’ in The 
Unfortunate Traveller. Like the rest Nashe acts as showman to his own 
abilities: ‘Prepare your cares and your teares, for never tyll this thrust I 
anie tragicall matter upon you’; ‘To shewe how I can raile, thus would 
I begin to raile at him.’ His attitude is indicated by the light-hearted 
abruptness with which he finishes an act as soon as he is tired of it: 
‘Whippet, turne to a new lesson, and strike wee up John for the King.’ 
The Praise of the Red Herring makes the intention explicit: ‘I may Cum 
gratia et privilegio pronounce it, that a red herring is wholesome in a 
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frosty morning, and rake up some few scattered sillabies together in the 

exornation and pollishing of it. 

Nashe exploited his medium in order to obtain a particular effect . B 
the important point is that he knew what he was doing, and his readers 
knew what they were getting for their money; there ^e no pseudo¬ 
profundities. It was, indeed, impossible that there should be-Ne ther 
L the end of Tono Bungay (‘We make and pass, we are all things tha 
make and pass ...') « the paragraph from Mr Winston M 

quoted at the beginning of this essay could have bce " tand die 

bethan English. To understand exacdy why this is “ ls “ 

development of of 

centuries, and a gr d * ^ obvious ^ Elizabe than prose writ¬ 

ings postulate a different 

constant references ^ same way a s they were spoken, a 

in muscular content, rea greatest ease of the greatest 

syst of on the part of the readen 

number - all demanae therefore as now, conditioned 

Readers of ^ ^f w ^ m p«Tble for them to appreciate the highest 
into a state in which it w P Elizabethan prose de- 

contemporary achievement, Ini the second in which there 

rives its virtue from a way ofl.vmg, large y ^ destroyed; from; in 
was a satisfaction, e( l ul ' ^ ’ The popu l ar art forms of such a society 
short, the organic com T £ Abilities of substitute living (it is 
do not depend for their effect on of ^ ^ similarly, 

only modern critics w ° ° > ^ d richncs5 allows the poet to call ‘the 
its language, which by J , inc , udes the ncrves and the 

whole soul of man e seventeenthaientury ‘dissociadon of sens.- 
blood; we rememb shallow emo tional responses, or for 

bility’), cannot be used for p S ^ ^ ^ i 00 ks like ‘thought. 

manipulating the semblance d Qeloney, even those who 

Those Elizabethans who n Ac acdon and a couple of 

remembered nothing o 2 their lives in the emouonal and 

bawdy jokes, were not doomt v ^ ^ 

"‘rhavririt EUzXthan prose was neither subde nor intellectual; 
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for subtlety we have to go to the later Elizabethan dramatists and the 
early Metaphysical poets. The remark could be illustrated in detail, but 
a reference to Donne should be sufficient. In Donne’s best verse there is 
not only a finer emotional discrimination than in his sermons, there is an 
intellectual quality not found in his prose. To decide exacdy why this is 
so would be an interesting problem. It would involve a consideration of 
the relation of ‘thought’ to ‘feeling’, and of the general relation of poetry 
and prose. It would help to explain some of the later developments of the 
novel - the work of D. H. Lawrence as well as of Virginia Woolf and 
James Joyce, about whose relation to Nashe some rather loose remarks 
have recently been made. There is all the difference in the world be¬ 
tween Joyce’s deliberate manipulations of the language and Nashe’s 
spontaneous effusions, written, he explains, ‘in my post-haste want of 
argent, as fast as my hand can trot’. 

(1934) 
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Seventeenth-Century Melancholy 


The last years of Queen Elizabeth and the reign of James I, towards 
the end of which Burton’s Anatomy appeared, were marked by the pre¬ 
valence of a particular kind of melancholy. All classes were affected by 
iL and it ranged from the deep-seated misery of Donne, a misery which 
‘crucifies the body and mind', to the affectation of Master Stephen, ft 
gave the tone to a group of tragedies produced m the early years of the 
century and provided a background even for comedy. It was expressed 
in sermons, pamphlets, and private letters. It was found in the court, the 
universities, and the city, and contemporaries were sufficiently impressed 

by the phenomenon to comment upon it at some length. 

Various theories have been put forward to explain its origin. It per¬ 
haps commonest to attribute it to ‘the swing of the pendulum after the 
Der P iod of Renaissance exuberance; but the phrase means nothing unless 
f t is carefully analysed. Others have taken refuge in nescience and speak 
of ‘the inexplicable apparition of unsought melancholy which saddened 
the reign of James IV And one critic has suggested indigestion But, 
although the explanation may not be simple, it is possible to find some 
satisfying reasons for the melancholic humour of the age. In this note I 
wish V Suggest first, that melancholy, for various reasons, was exag- 

the social and economic life of the time. . , » 

w"£“-p * <•>TLrS 

, One of the earliest books on the subject, C Tr^sc o, Melange, by T. Br.ght, 

TB nsss ‘jzzissmsi *,—. - 

edition of Breton 1 * Melancholy Humours, PP . 57 ^*- 
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In the early years of the century the malcontent made his appearance on 
the stage; the theme proved popular and was exploited by Chapman, 
Marston, Shakespeare, Webster, and Tourneur. This does not mean that 
the speeches put into the mouths of Hamlet, Malevole, Bosola, and the 
rest did not represent a genuine mood of their creators; but before using 
them as social documents it is well to remember that they are not naively 
‘personal’. 

There is no need to stress this point, but another semi-literary motive 
deserves to be considered. Even if melancholy had been no more pre¬ 
valent in the early seventeenth century than at any other time, it is likely 
that it would have received considerable attention; for during this period 
psychology was becoming popular among a certain class, and the melan¬ 
choly man presented an obvious case for analysis. ‘Psychology’, of 
course, was not called by that name, and the study was neither scientific 
nor systematic, but a lively interest in the workings of the mind and the 
combination of humours in the individual was fashionable amongst the 
intellectuals of the day. Even during the first half of Elizabeth’s reign 
Ascham had devoted several pages of The Schoolmaster to a discussion 
of the different characteristics of ‘quick wits’ and ‘hard wits’, 1 and Lyly 
had made Euphues declaim on the theme that ‘Education can have no 
show where the excellency of Nature doth bear sway’. 2 Each of these 
discussions finds a parallel in modern textbooks of psychology. The de¬ 
bate on education versus nature proved of perennial interest, and fifty 
years later the subject was still being discussed. 3 Matters such as this 
were the object of considerable curiosity, and there were many who 
agreed with Bacon that ‘The first article of this knowledge is to set down 
sound and true distributions and descriptions of the several characters 
and tempers of men’s natures and dispositions; especially having regard 
to those differences which are most radical in being the fountains and 

1. The Schoolmaster (1570, cd. Arbcr), pp. 32-6. 

2. Lyly, Euphues, Worlds (cd. R. Warwick Bond), 1, pp. 191 ff. 

3. Richard Brathwait devoted some twenty pages of The English Gentleman (1631) to 
the subject of 'Disposition', and concluded that ‘Howsoever our dispositions may seem 
forced from what they naturally or originally were, it is but a deception, they remain still 
the same, though advice and assistance may sometimes prevail so much with them as for 
the time they seem to surcease and discontinue from their former bent; but returning 
afresh, they will Antaeus-like redouble their strength and become more furious’ (p. 59). 
Brathwait docs not seem too sure of himself; in the next section education is said to be 
able to change even a man's natural disposition. Cf. Pcacham, The Compleate Gentleman 
(1622, ed. G. S. Gordon), p. 221. 
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causes of the rest, or more frequent in concurrence and commixture. 
The psychology which was used in this ‘sound and true description’ was 
of course based on the theory of humours, and the different characters of 
men were attributed to the various combinations of blood, phlegm, 
choler, and melancholy. 2 The literature of humours is abundant, 
although one has to note that in the work of satirists such as Rowlands 
and Turner, who used the term frequently enough, there is little that 
shows any real knowledge of psychology. ‘Humorous’ characters such as 
Luke Frugal and Sir Giles Overreach, however, together with Jenson s 
knaves and fools, are psychological studies, simplified and distorted it is 
true but nevertheless based on a subtle analysis of human impulses and 
emotions, and bearing witness to the pleasure taken by the age in what 

can only be called psychological analysis. , , 

Similar evidence is provided by the numerous books of Characters 
which appeared throughout the seventeenth century. Casaubon s edition 
of Theophrastus appeared in 1592 and the book seems to have been well 
known in England. Hall’s Characters of Virtues and Vices was pub- 
lished in 1608, and was followed by Overbury s Characters (1614), 
Breton’s Characters (1615), and Earle’s Microcosmography { 1628), be¬ 
sides numerous essays in the same vein by other wnters. The Character 
did not profess to be either realistic or exhaustive in its enumeration of 
traits, rather it was ‘a picture (real or personal) qua.ndy ^drawn, in 
various colours, all of them heightened by one shadowing; tt was, m 
short, the description of an individual in terms of h.s dominant mental 

features. It was pseudo-psychological, literary, and ‘conceited rather than 
scientific, and it was remarked, ‘This kind of observation wandere h in 
words, but is not fixed in inquiry’. 5 Nevertheless the interest was real and 

Naturally, therefore, the melancholy type received a good deal ot 
attention. Melancholy had its picturesque features, it.was easy_torecog 
nize and at the same time it was important enough to justify serious 
study. Burton was far from being the only one who desired to anatomize 
this humour of melancholy, through all his parts and species ... to shew 

; isffl.'aWiW— ■ 

..... «->- *—-«■ 

5.’ Bacon ^AdZtclment, Worths (ed. Ellis and Spedding), in, p. 435 - 
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the causes, symptoms and several cures of it, that it may be the better 
avoided; moved thereunto for the generality of it, and to do good, it 
being a disease so frequent... as few there are that feel not the smart of 
it’. 1 It is significant that one of the most acute psychological observations 
is made in connexion with the same subject. John Earle describes ‘A Dis¬ 
contented Man’, in terms which Adler would probably approve, as ‘one 
that is fallen out with the world, and will be revenged on himself. For¬ 
tune has denied him in something, and he now takes pet, and will be 
miserable in spite.’ 

Although many of the ‘melancholy musings’ of the reign of James I 
can be explained as due to a heightened consciousness of a common mode 
of feeling, seventeenth-century melancholy cannot be explained away. It 
is significant that the fact of death inspired many of the most eloquent 
passages in the literature of the time. The sermon which Donne preached 
on death in Lent 1622 is well known; so are the passages in Shake¬ 
speare which express the horror of the ‘cold obstruction’ of the grave; 
but even minor writers whose prose is normally quite undistinguished 
sometimes attain dignity when they consider the ultimate fate of men’s 
bodies, ‘cottages of corruption’. An ordinary moralist, unknown to the 
anthologies, is capable of writing: 

After all these things, what the Prophet hath threatened shall come upon 
you, and what shall then deliver you? not your beauty . . . nor honour, for 
that shall lie in the dust, and sleep in the bed of earth. Nor riches, for they 
shall not deliver you in the day of wrath. Perchance they may bring you, 
when you are dead, in a comely funeral sort to your grave, or bestow on you 
a few mourning garments, or erect in your memory some gorgeous monu¬ 
ment, to show your vain-glory in death, as well as in life; but this is all. 
Those riches which you got with such care, kept with such fear, lost with 
such grief, shall not afford you one comfortable hope in the hour of your 
passage hence; afflict they may, relieve they cannot. Nor friends, for all 
they can do is to attend you, and shed some friendly tears for you; but ere 
the rosemary lose her colour, which stickt the corse or one worm enter the 
shroud which covered the corpse, you are many times forgotten, your former 
glory extinguished, your eminent esteem obscured, your repute darkened, 
and with infamous aspersions often impeached . 2 

1. The Anatomy of Melancholy (Bohn’s Popular Library), i, pp. 137-8. 

2. R. Brathwait, The English Gentleman (1631), p. 21. 
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Prose of this kind, on such a subject and by such an author, could only 

have been written in the early seventeenth century. 

The realization of death was one of the most important factors in pro¬ 
ducing melancholy. Men of the Middle Ages had also been fascinated 
by death, they too had expressed a macabre fancy in their religious 
symbols, and the inhabitants of fifteenth-century Pans had paraded for 
pleasure in the churchyard of the Innocents, in a cloister heaped with 
bones 1 but they had not fallen victims to the kind of melancholy under 
discussion. The attitude of medieval men towards death was a mixture 
of pagan stoicism and Christian hope, and, although the delights of the 
world were as attractive then as at other times, it was a commonplace 

that „ . . r 

all ms but a fayre 

This world, that passeth sone as floures fayre. 

Death was accepted as a release from a world which with all its pleasures 
was only a testing place for the life to come. With the Renaissance this 
was changed. A humanistic scale of values was restored, and men justi¬ 
fied their deeds in terms of this world rather than of the next. The world 

- t . ■■ 

(totoughto ends 'Kinston), sesilfy » ■ new belief in toe powers of 
t.““to„e" snXb to-end in 

to exact its enormous to Hislory of Epidemics, but the 

sr show 

Z; Z r s e ho S rt d a 2 oun e ts P c a an U be given. Nashe thus desertbes a town in 

which the plague was raging: 

M day 

one house their who.e iodg.ng: one grave was the 
See J. Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages , chap. xi. 
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sepulchre of seven score, one bed was the altar whereon whole families 
were offered. The walls were hoared and furred with the moist scorching 
steam of their desolation. Even as before a gun is shot off, a stinking smoke 
funnels out and prepares the way for him, so before any gave up the ghost, 
death arrayed in a stinking smoke stopped his nostrils, and crammed itself 
full into his mouth that closed up his fellows eyes, to give him warning 
to prepare for his funeral. Some died sitting at their meat, others as they 
were asking counsel of the physician for their friends. 

This is a restrained account: rhetoric could easily heighten the effect. 

He that durst, in the dead hour of gloomy midnight, have been so valiant 
as to have walked through the still and melancholy streets, what think you 
should have been his music? Surely the loud groans of raving sick men, 
the struggling pangs of souls departing; in every house grief striking up an 
alarum; servants crying out for masters, wives for husbands, parents for 
children, children for their mothers. Here he should have met some fran¬ 
tically running to knock up sextons, there, others fearfully sweating with 
coffins, to steal forth dead bodies, lest the fatal handwriting of death 
should seal up their doors. And to make this dismal concert more full, 
round about him bells heavily tolling in one place, and ringing out in 
another. The dreadfulness of such an hour is unutterable . 2 

When all allowance has been made for the exaggeration of the journalist, 
the fact remains that Elizabethan London was accustomed to horrors 
unknown to later ages. The family losses of Donne and Jonson were not 
exceptional, and the frequent death of children explains why, in spite 
of the number of births, the population of England increased so slowly. 

Sudden death was too common for the Elizabethans to ignore it, and 
death was the end of humanistic aspirations. 

As the earth is compassed round with waters, so are we, the inhabitants 
thereof, compassed round with woes. We see great men die, strong men 
die, witty men die, fools die, rich merchants, poor artificers, ploughmen, 
gentlemen, high men, low men, gross men, and the fairest complexioned 
men die . . . King or Queen whatever, thou shalt die and be buried . 3 

1. Nashc, The Unfortunate Traveller (1594), Worlds (ed. McKerrow, 11, p. 286). 
Nashe is describing a plague which Jack Wilton encountered in Rome, but there is no 
doubt that he is drawing on his own experience in London during the bad plague year 
1593. Compare his poem In Times of Pestilence (1593). 

2. Dckkcr, The Wonderful Year (1603), Non-Dramatic Worlds (ed. Grosart), 1, p. 105. 

3. Nashc, Christ's Tears over ferusalem, Worlds (ed. McKerrow), 11, pp. 90-1. 
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What a thing is the heart of man, that it should swell so big as the whole 
world . 1 

The frequent death of the young as well as the old served as a reminder 
that there was one barrier that could not be overcome. Men were forced 
to ‘consider whereof they were made, and that the dust was their great 
grandmother’, 2 and once more it appeared that 

The world to the circumference of Heaven 
Is as a small point in geometry, 

Whose greatness is so little, that a less 

Cannot be made . 3 

With the consciousness of his limitations Renaissance man became fully 

adult. ,, 

Pour l’enfant amoureux de cartes et d estampes, 

L’univers est egal a son vaste appetit. 

Ah! que le monde est grand a la clartc des lampes! 

Aux yeux du souvenir que le monde est petit! 


The persistence of the plague and the consequent realization of man’s 
impotence by a generation hitherto impressed by man s powers was un- 

l i »»» A- h. r ..., .... 

of d ath he cannot adjust himself to a life disorganized and thwarted, 
ol death, melancholy and discontent is to be found in the 

and the root cau , . r ^ t j me a study of these conditions 

social and economic cond.Uons^ - ^ ^ ^ year , 6o , 

suggests why melancholy nt " ed ^ had helped to produce 

““^ture. i the nineties it had become an 

affectati y oun g gentlemen would be as sad as night 

Only for wantonness. 

u /•ontnru the note of melancholy suddenly deep- 
But in the seventeent y that soc i a l a nd 

ened; and the reason for this, 1 hci.c , 
economic factors then took their full effect. 


ibid., p. 83. h minc arm should conquer twenty worlds 

There's a lean fellow beats all conquerors. 
lh (Dckkcr, Old Forlunatus, i, i) 

3. Dckkcr, Old Forlunatus, Act n, chorus. 

2. Nashe, ibid. 
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Under James I, in each rank of society, there were men who by 
character and education were fitted, or considered themselves fitted, for 
a higher position than they were able to obtain. Under Elizabeth there 
had been a considerable increase of educational activity, with a conse¬ 
quent heightening of men’s expectations. Even before the close of the 
sixteenth century there were more than a few who could find no definite 
place in the existing organization of the state, and with the coming of the 
Stuarts, and the ending of the war with Spain, many more felt them¬ 
selves capable of undertaking tasks which they saw in the hands of 
favourites and jobbers. 

In 1611 Bacon wrote to the King: 

Concerning the advancement of learning, I do subscribe to the opinion 
of one of the wisest and greatest of your Kingdom, that, for grammar 
schools, there are already too many, and therefore no providence to add 
where there is excess. For the great number of schools which are in your 
Highness’s realm, doth cause a want, and likewise an overthrow: both of 
them inconvenient, and one of them dangerous; for by means thereof, they 
find want in the country and towns, both of servants for husbandry and 
apprentices for trade; and on the other side, there being more scholars bred 
than the State can prefer and employ, and the active part of that life not 
bearing a proportion to the preparative, it must needs fall out that many 
persons will be bred unfit for other vocations, and unprofitable for that in 
which they were bred up, which fill the realm full of indigent, idle and 
wanton people, who are but materia rerum novarum . 1 

There is no need to stress the hardships of university men and the 
difficulty that they had in obtaining suitable employment. Apart from 
the fairly luc.- ative professions of medicine and the law, they might take 
orders and seek a benefice, become schoolmasters or private tutors, or 
become professional writers; if all else failed or if drawn by natural 
inclination they might remain at the university. None of these courses 
offered many opportunities of obtaining fame or riches. Headmasters of 
provincial schoo's rarely obtained more than jjio a year, and the normal 
salary for undermaster*: or ushers was jf\o. Private tutors fared even 
worse; Studioso in The Return from Parnassus , who is engaged to teach 
the son of a rich "rrner, is treated as a menial and forced to wait at table 
and work in u . .e'ds all harvest time, besides having to endure the 
tyranny of a stv.pid pupil.* Preferment in the church was hard to obtain 

i. Spedding, Ia,e of Bacon, iv, pp. 252-3. 2. Part, 1, Act 11, lines 638-817. 
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and was often dependent on the favour of a mercenary patron. In Eliza¬ 
beth’s reign Harrison had complained that men preferred to study physic 
and the law rather than the Scriptures, ‘for fear lest they should in time 
not get their bread by the same’, 1 and in 1621 Burton echoed the com¬ 
plaint against the ignorance and avarice of patrons. 2 The profession of 
letters offered no better opportunities. The days of generous patronage 
were over (if they ever existed), and not until the eighteenth century was 
it possible for a writer to expect a regular livelihood from his pen. From 
the time of the University Wits dramatists had led a precarious existence, 
and Jonson’s poverty and Dekker’s long imprisonment for debt show 
how litde was to be expected from the stage. Poets of any social standing 
were not expected to sell their verses, and poets lower in the social scale 
- minor satirists, ballad makers, pamphleteers, and hacks were the 
mercy of publishers and plagiarists. As for the scholar s ‘“ urce ’ J 
university, says Academico, ‘The university is a melanchohc h e b t 
the point is, I know not how to better myself, and so I am fain 

it.’ 3 The general conclusion was 

Let scholars be as thrifty as they may 
They will be poor ere their last dying day; 

Learning and poverty will ever kiss . 4 

Mechanic arts may smile, their followers laugh, 

But liberal arts bewail their destiny, 

quotations are from the pen of a satirist, 

bewailing the lot of sch< “"J/ ""contents and satirists. 

Z“t\Tr e trades P ^d professions, after some seven 
are enabled by their craft to live of themselves. ... Only 

1. Description of England (ed. Furnivall), P* 37 * 

2 . Burton, Anatomy (Bohn’s Popular Library), ^ PP* 3 cvidcncc tQ shovv that cond.- 

3. The Return from Parnassus, Part , , v ». Th« . ^ ^ # ^ ^ ^ 

tions had improved since Harmon_ wrot scholar, and worthy Q f that room 

come by a fellowship, though he be never so g 
(Description of England, ed. Furnivall, p. 77)- 

4. The Pilgrimage to Parnassus 1, lin « 74 - 5 - 6 . ibid., i, line 382. 

5. The Return from Parnassus, Part., m, lines .092 3. 
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most uncertain, unrespected, subject to all casualties, and hazard, so, 
‘Their Rhetoric only serves them to curse their bad fortunes . 2 

Scholars and writers were not the only discontented members of the 
commonwealth. Those who sought a public career were just as likely to 
have their hopes thwarted, or if they achieved success it was only after 
long years of disappointment and delay. ‘The reign of Queen Elizabeth, 
says Sir Egerton Brydges, soberly, ‘was a period of difficulty for the in¬ 
dividuals whom it excited to fame and distinction, in which was 
cherished an emulation of great things with insufficient means.’ 3 The 
remark applies equally to the reign of James I, except that the standard 
of luxury expected from courtiers and public men was raised, and there 
was less chance than formerly of merit obtaining its reward. It was a 
frequent complaint of satirists that at court desert went unrewarded, and 
that wealth and a flattering tongue were the first requisites of a courtier, 
and the ‘advancement of unworthy persons’ by James I is well known. 

Apart from the army and the learned professions an administrative 
career was the only one open to men of education and social standing, 
and there was a far greater number of aspirants than there were places 
for them to fill. Sir John Harington was a godson of Queen Elizabeth, a 
wit, a poet, and a man of considerable ability, yet he spent his life in 
looking for the preferment which he considered his due and which 
never came. In his ‘Brief Notes and Remembrances’ (1594-1603) he 
writes, ‘I have spent my time, my fortune, and almost my honesty, to 
buy false hopes, false friends and shallow praise.’ 4 He tried all ways to 
obtain advancement, paraded his wit for Queen Elizabeth, flattered 
King James, and at the age of forty-five was prepared to take orders if 
the vacant archbishopric of Dublin could be obtained for him, but all 
was in vain. ‘Now what findeth he who loveth the pride of life, the 
Courts vanity, ambition’s puffball? In sooth, no more than empty 
words, grinning scoff, watching nights and fawning days.’ 5 

The first forty years of Bacon’s life show the same succession of 

1. Burton, Anatomy (Bohn), i, p. 354. 

2. ibid., p. 357. On the whole subject see the Parnassus Plays (1598-1602), Burton, 

. natomy of. Melancholy (1621), Part 1, section 11, mem. iii, subs, xv, ‘Study a cause of 

e ancholy , and P. Sheavyn, The Literary Profession in the Elizabethan Age, Introduc¬ 
tion and chaps, i, iij, and v. 

3. Preface to Breton’s Melancholic Humours (ed. 1815), p. 4. 

4. Nugae Antninae (ed. 1804), 1, p. 168. 

5. A ugae Anuquae (ed. 1804), 1, p. 170. See also the Introduction to his Letters and 
Epigrams, ed. N. E. McClure. 
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promises and disappointments accompanied by poverty. It is impossible 
to read Bacon’s letters during the period when he was seeking advance¬ 
ment without realizing that the small measure of success which followed 
the highest aspirations was a fundamental cause of melancholy and dis¬ 
content. Indeed Bacon himself is explicit. When he was beginning to 
give up hope of the Solicitorship he wrote to Essex, ‘I humbly pray your 
lordship to pardon me for troubling you with my melancholy’; 1 and 
some time later, when the appointment was still unbestowed, he de¬ 
clared, ‘This is a course to quench all good spirits, and to corrupt every 
man’s nature’. 2 Political discontent was common; from the Earl of Essex 
downwards there were many who knew that their natural abilities were 
not being used as they might be by the state; unexercised they became 
restless, and unrewarded, melancholy. Donne’s letters in the period 
between his marriage and his ordination show how mere poverty can 
distort the outlook and depress the spirit. There is no need today 

emphasize the miseries of unemployment . 3 , . 

Although the economic cause of seventeenth.entury melanchoy 

rarely mentioned in modern accounts of the su ) ect ’ con e P 
were well aware of the danger of over-educauon and thwarted amb tton 
In chapter xxxvi of his Position (.58.) Mulcaster declared that « ™ 
dangerous for a commonwealth to have e.ther too few learned or too 

many: 

Too many burdens any state too far, for want of provmon For the rooms 

which are to be supplied by learning bemg great a 

to supply them grow on beyond number .^ow as 

burden for any state to bear. To ^ J J c ^ roam helpless whom 

no gulf hath store enoug to lhat such shifters must needs shake 

nothing else can help how «" ' b Uye> and loiter without 

the very strongest pillar in that sta 7 

living? 4 , 

l «ss “r 5 i t sa i 

fathers’ occupations: 

1. Spcdding, Letters and Life , I, P- 291. 

2. ibid., p. 359- maturcd m orc quickly then than now, and that 

3. It should be remembered that m ^ ' whcn thirty . on c years old 

a man was expected to be settled 1 and at forty .fi vc Harington considered h.m- 

Bacon wrote, ‘I am now somewhat ancie , ^ Positions (c d. R. H. Quick), p. 135. 

self 'old and infirm’. 
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For all the fear is, though it be more than fear where it still falleth out 
so, lest having such benefits of school they will not be content with the 
state which is for them, but because they have some petty smack of their 
book, they will think any state, be it never so high, low enough for them. 1 

Thereupon they become dangerous members of the commonwealth: 
‘For youth being let go forward upon hope, and checked with despair 
while it roameth without purveyance, makes marvellous ado before it 
will die.’ 2 Bacon’s opinion has been quoted, and the Essays utter the 
same warning as the letter to the King. It is dangerous for the State 
‘when more are bred scholars than preferments can take off’. 3 ‘Ambi¬ 
tious men, if they find the way open for their rising, and still get for¬ 
ward, they are rather busy than dangerous; but if they be checked in 
their desires, they become secredy discontent, and look upon men and 
matters with an evil eye.’ 4 Similarly Harington wrote concerning Essex, 
‘It resteth with me in opinion, that ambidon thwarted in its career doth 
speedily lead to madness’, 5 Discontent with one’s fortunes was generally 
regarded as a cause of melancholy or madness; the occasion, said Earle, 
is ‘commonly one of these three, a hard father, a peevish wench, or am¬ 
bition thwarted’. 6 The malcontents of the drama frequendy owed their 
melancholy to the same causes. In The White Devil Flamineo is dis¬ 
gusted by his own poverty and dependence: ‘Oh, ’tis a brave thing for a 
man to sit by himself (in the saddle)! he may stretch himself in the 
stirrups, look about, and see the whole compass of the hemisphere’. 7 In 
The Revenger’s Tragedy Vendice speaks of ‘discontent, the noble man’s 
consumption’; 8 and Jonson describes Macilente as, ‘A man well parted, 
a sufficient scholar, and travelled; who, wanting that place in the world 
which he thinks his merit capable of, falls into an envious apoplexy’. 9 

This section may be closed by a quotation from The Worth of a Penny , 

or a Caution to keep Money, by Henry Peacham the Younger, which 

forms an interesting addition to the gallery of seventeenth-century 
‘Characters’: 

He that v cth money is for the most part extremely melancholy in 
every comr •• o a'one by himself, especially if the weather be foul, rainy 

** p id - , * 44 - . . 2. ibid., p. 166. 3. Essays , ‘Of Seditions’. 

4. Ef**,-,. ‘Of Ambition’. 5. Nugae Antiquae (ed. 1804), I, p. 179. 

6. Earle, A. tnocosmography, ‘A Discontented Man’. 

7. White Deni, v, iv. 8. Revenger's Tragedy, 1, i. 

9. Every Man out of his Humour, Folio, ‘The Characters of the Persons’. 
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or cloudy. Talk to him of what you will, he will hardly give you the hear¬ 
ing; ask him any questions, he answers you in monosyllables. . . . He walks 
with his arms folded, his belt without a sword or rapier, that perhaps 
being somewhere in trouble, hat without a band, hanging over s eyes, 
only it wears a weather-beaten fancy for fashion’s sake. He cannot stand 
still but like one of the Tower wild beasts is still walking from one end 
of his room to another, humming out some new Northern tune or other 
If he meets with five or ten pieces, happily conferred upon him by the 
beneficence of some noble friend or other, he is become a new man and 
so overjoyed with his fortune that not one drop of small drink will 

with him all that day. 1 

By .647 when this was written the connexion between poverty and the 
melancholic mood had become proverbial - a sort of mus,c-haUjoke. 
Indeed the connexion is so obvious that it is d.fficult to unde stand why 
it has been so constandy overlooked. ‘Augent ammos for,unae Mrth th 
Mimist, and very truly, for nothing pulleth down a man s heart so much 

as adversity and lack.’ 3 

In the economic and social orgamzanon of the state^ “^"“1 

teenth century was a period of transition. y understood, 

society had decayed, and the new economy was ^ J of 
Throughout the sixteenth century the Tudors hadfollowed ajohcy 

encouraging the middle classes ’ b “' /djusted themselves to 

nor the new commercial classes ha g Inc ] ustr ial Revolution 

*• changed conditions. T**%Z*£% no, 

can be traced to this period, but t0 provide 

sufficiendy developed (nor always '“.^Bacon/whose natures sort 
attractive careers. ‘They are happy » many w j 10se 

with their vocations.’ Inevitably at t is ™ t upon precarious and 
occupations were uncongenial, w h o were pc ^ ^ James j non . 
ill-paid professions, or who were une p y about there had 

material causes increased the genera . Un(Jer charles I constitu- 

been a constant threat of a Spanish inv 

1. The Worth of a Penny , pp. I 4 "" , 5 * 

2. Puttenham, Art of English Poes y' °® n «rs of peace rather than by its blessings 

3. At the time men were impressed y . tQ . pcacc ful times . . . tlic nurse o 

and many evils, economic and moral, were . g C t employment' (Pcacham, The 

pride and idleness, wherein peopl Zfu prion of manners after it, and 
Worth of a Penny , p. 4 >- a Ejection to vice as the season and idle- 

there is nothing that brings so sweet and easy a s j 
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tional issues became important and once more, on one side or the other, 
men found occupation and - many of them - ideals. But between these 
periods no great national question focussed the attention of all, and the 
court of James I was not an inspiring centre of the national life. The 
literary expression of melancholy was in part the result of this com¬ 
bination of circumstances. 

( 1933 ) 

ness of peace' (Rich, Faults, Faults, and Nothing Else hut Faults (i 6 o 5 ), p. 53). Turner, 
Nosce Te ( Humors) (1607) - Sig. A 3 - ends a description of riotous townsmen with 

O had we never ended Spanish jars 

Then these had never been our English wars. 

Cf. also Bacon, Essays , ‘Of the True Greatness of Kingdoms' ('A foreign war is like the 
heat of exercise, and serveth to keep the body in health’, etc.); and Brathwait, A Strappado 
for the Devil (1615), p. 15. 
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